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The Princess of Cleves 




The Princess of Cleves 

relation between feeling and literature is like the 
relation between government and public opinion. The 
strength of government depends, in the last analysis, on 
public opinion , but public opinion is itself created o r 
vitiated by government. Thus feeling inspires literature, 
and literature in turn transforms and at times creates 
feeling. 

Sexual desire, which is the source of the feeling of love, 
remains a virtually unchanging instinct , it varies as little as 
human bodies, but the manifestations of this instinct, 
which are the ways of loving, l^ome modified in the course 
of centuries Can two more different sentiments be imajgmed 
than Chloe’s _yoluptuous love for Daphnis, and Mme, de ] 
Mortsauf ’s chaste love for Felix de Vandenesse ? Than the* 
simple and naive love of the Chevalier des Grieux for 
Manon Lescaut and the intellectual love of one of Aldous 
Huxley’s heroes ? The same desires, according to the times 
and philosophies, produce prodi giously. diverse reactions. 

The present work proposes to deal with several variations 
in the sentiment of love m the course of three centuries of 
French literature. 


I . The Birth Romantic Love 

Hie Anci«n^ did not, like ourselves, make the passions 

II 
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of iove the essentjal theme of their fiction The Homeric 
hero went into a fury if someone abducted his captive, but 
this was Sue to pride rather than jealousy The beauty of 
Helen caused the outbreak of the War of Troy, but m the 
Ibad Helen’s sentiments play only a small role Penelope 
was a virtuous ^puse, she was not a lover. All love that 
went beyond desire was regarded as madness Plato alone 
among the Greeks of the classic jjeriod speaks of a love so 
intense that it demands purity. Among the Romans adultery 
flourished, but it was a crime, not a drama Virgil, Catullus, 
Tibullus, Propertius, had some presentiment of our tor- 
ments, buj Ovid’s An oj Lore was only a manual of cynic , | 

Not before the twelfth and the thirteenth centuri^ 
our era, the time of the_£muf)(idours and the troureres, do w 
discover, first in the poetic courts of love, then m th< 
romances of chivalry, something that resembles the complex 
sentiments that .Pascal calls the Passions of Love. Why, at 
about that time, did so much importance come to be 
attached to the sentimental and spiritual reactions that 
accompanied desire? First, because Christianity had given 
woman an altogether different status from the one she 
occupied before it By imposing on woman the constraint 
of modesty, by multiplying moral obstacles around her, 

I It involuntarily augmented the intensity of the passions she 
I aroused. 

But, it will be said, the matrons of the Roman Republic 
were not lacking m modesty. 

I This IS true, but marriage among the Ancients, being a 
utilitarian contract, which in no sense obliged the man to 
be faithful, did not create inner conflicts in him, Chnstitoi 
mamage, being much more exacting, was alSQ much iptore 
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difficult for violent and still half-pagan creatures to sul^t 
— ^whence constraint, anguish and passion. 

It may also be objected that Ch^lry existed long 
before the romances of chivalry. " 

For romantic love to be bom Christianity had indeed 
to blend with other currents In the South of France, the 
land of the courts of love, whence Dante and Petrarch 
derived the traditions of courtly love, these other currents 
were an Arab poetry wholly impregiatfid with Platonism,, 
the ardent language of the heroines of Virgil and Ovid, and 
also (as Denis de Rougement suggests) the heretical Chris- 
'*^ty of the Catharians, which taught total chastity In this 
' ,y bonds were developed between men and women that 
had no touch of the carnal. 

But, It will be asked, were not most of the romances of 
chivalry written further north and even in England ? 

The poetry of the troubadours was known further north, 
having penetrated first into the court of France, then into 
that of England, through Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine. It 
fused wonderfully with another, the Celtic tradition. The 
Cejts, a dreamy and passionate race, had brought to ocQk- 
dental Europe a sense of mystery, a constant meditation on 
death, which are not ^editerrMean. Their broodmg, their 
reveries, were pro^i^jous to the birth of sentiments more 
complex than desire. The romance of Tnstan and Yseult 
contains the essence of the Celtic conception of love In it 
desire becomes passion, and frustrated passion finds refuge 
only m death. 

Finally, as Alber t Thibau^X clearly, the ro- 

mance of love developed about the time of the Crusades 
because at thit dme it found a public, and eVen two publics. 
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It appealed to the public of the pilgnms, very numerous at ‘ 
a time when everyone yearned to go to Jerusalem, to Saint- 
Jacques (fe Compostelle, to Rome The traveller who is fa r 
haway from a woman imagines her more'desir^le and more 
perfect Deprived of the society of women, thejpjmms 
toolc pleasure in reading tales whose unreal an^syblime 
her oin^ prople d their dreams And the romances also had 
a secotid public, which was that of the women, who in the 
.Middle Ages occupied an eminent place m society and 
received an education about equal to that of men 

In the absence of the warrior, so often kept in foreign 
lands by t^e Crusade or by feudal war, the men who re- 
mained at the chateau were pages, almost children, who 
dared to love the Tady only with respect. She was the Mis- 
tress in more than one sense To the woman the Romances 
of the Round Table promised an extraordinary change in 
their destinies They suddenly became more interesting and 
more complex personages They saw themselves no longer 
merely desired, but courted Thanks to the suppiort of the 
romances, they could impose on men the respect of constant 
love which is not a natural sentiment m man Women 
wished men to be Lancelot or Tristan This did not prevent 
them from yielding to Don Juan who, by making them 
suffer, filled their lives, but it was only in order to come 
back to Lancelot who would protect them against them- 
selves and who would sacrifice his own happiness to make 
them forget Don Juan. The romances of chivalry surrounded 
them with a whole world of Lancelots , it was 'a climate in 
which they thrived. 

The creation, through the romance of chivalry, of the 
romantic hero in real life is all the more reiilarkable since 
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the men who were thus transformed were warriors, of a 
violent, often despotic nature, who must at the^ beginning 
have found it humiliating to respect the c^rices and 
demands of a woman. It is very remarkable to find, in 
Frojssart-, that a sovereign like Edward the Third of England, 
a man who was very brutal m his methods of government, 
could become, through the effect of the romances, a true 
lover in the seventeenth-century sense, gallant, timid, pining 
when he is separated from the woman he loves, not daring 
to force her consent — though she is alone and he is Kmg. 
One feels that the powerful impact of literature has exerted 
Itself on this primitive soul and has subjugated it ’ • ^ 

All civilization is ceremony. There is no other way of 
SXfelfiQnung-the barbarism latent in the heart of man than 
to chain it with rules This is what courtly love did The 
trials and labours imposed on the man by the lady of his 
dreams, the jousts m which he participates before h^ eyes 
while wearing her colours, the songs that he comjxises for 
her, end by playing such a role in his life that physical 
desire is relegated to an mferior plane, and is even some- 
times foigotten Chivalry, m the Christian world, subju- 
gated both love and war. The romance of chivalry and 
romantic love, were powerful elements of civilization. 


2. The Eclipse and the Rebirth the Romantic 

Between the thirteenth and the seventeenth centuries, 
romantic love undergo es several eclipses. 

(a) As soon as there are found, in life itself, too great a 
number of heroes of romance, the taste for the romance 
declines. Courtesy becomes gallantry; gallantry gives rise 
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to irony. Don Quixote becomes the just^^^lody of the 
romances^ of chivalry. The transformaticm of Aldtmza 
Lorenzo into Dulcmea is but the caricature of the trans- 
figuration of every loved woman m the mind of her lover. 

{b) In order to have time to analyse sentiments, to speak 
of them, in order that the love conquest may be slow and 
studied, and thereby worthy of being narrated, i^isjneoes- 
sary thai^Ae man and the woman meet at leisu^ A stable 
ccivilizattOQ. niust shelter men and give them tir ne to love, 
that IS to say, time to dream. Now the great civilization of 
the Middle Ages begms to break up as early as the fourteenth 
century This is a period of humanity in which feudal civiliza- 
tion IS not yet perfected It is a long epoch of violence, of 
disorder and of mstability. The Hundred Years’ War, the 
civil wars, the .religious vvars* leave little leisure to lovers 
It is for many men a time of hurried, rather brutal loves, 
a time of lust rather than of love Read Brantome, Boccaccio, 
Rabelais, Chaucer 

Durmg this eclipse of sentimentality, the romantic refuge 
of women is poetry, and more particularly the pastoral 
[From Virgil to Shakespieare, from Ronsard to Racan, from 
Rousseau to Tolstoy, human bemgs have always (qved to 
imagme a ^icolic golden age m which shepherds and shep- 
herdesses, in a conventionalized and kindly natural settmg, 
can give themselves over to idyllic passions. One need only 
have lived in the country to know that nature is on the 
contrary cruel and exacting, that the efiicient tendmg of 
flocks 15 scarcely compatible with romantic adventures. But 
pastorals are written by city fioets. 

Finally at the begmnmg of the seventeenth century, under 
Henry IV, order returns to France. Sentiments and idstme 



I simultaneously reborn After the Fronde rebellion, 
*1y-'ch is the last spurt of a dying feudalism, the seventeenth 
* ^entury witnesses the transformation of a warlike and pdliti- 
*^al nobility into a nobility of the sa ^ons The great individuals 
iof the Renaissance are forced to accept the authority of the 
State, which is the King’s This is not accomplished without 
difficulty We see, in the Memoirs of the Cardinal de Retz, 
what those men and women of the Fronde were like. La 
Madame de Longueville, la Grande Made- 

They are great and handsome human animals, difficult to 
domesticate, and m many ways resemble the people of the 
Renaissance ‘All that the nobility is good for,’ says the 
Duke of Saint-Simon m his Memoirs, ‘is to get itself killed ’ 
During the mmority of Louts XIV, four thousand nobles 
perished in duels, between 1549 and 1607, seven thousand. 
When, to bring back order into the country, the Kmg is 
obliged to forbid them to settle their private quarrels at the 
head of armed troops, when he shuts them up m a court, 
in salons which are like cages to them, they shake the bare 
till they break, whence the necessity of imposing forms upon 
them, and even an excess of forms, which becomes .pre- 
ciosity. ‘A ll is intricat e politeness in gestures and in words^ 
ajTis ji aive fe r o city m rnpiais.* ^ 

There is no greater error than to imagme the great classics 
as msensitive beings, simply because m their works the 
passions assume the mask of Alexandrme verses and of 
tragedies imitated from the Ancients. There is an excellent 
book on this subject by Fidao-Justmiam entitled What is a 
Classic? Fidao-Justmiani shows that the ideal of the men of 
vthe seventeenth century was by no means coldness, but 
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greatness In The Princess o/ Cleves the word great t'le j 
every page, h the tragedies too, ‘The great heart that ' >' 
forA in the words that you speak . . The people o ‘f 
time are thirsty for glory, <md strength of passions app '/ 
to tiiem a title to glory. ‘I am tender to the point of r 
ness, ’ si^ Madame de Sev igi4 They all believe^ tl. ' 
generous being,' fhat is, one of.gOpAi'tllii. JBMst love ^ i 
fiii^ ~ 

Everyone at the time wept with extraordinary faci' i 
There is constant reference to streams, to torrents of ti I'l 
When Turenne dies all the passers-by weep in the stre 
And^it is true that the greatest of our writers, Racj 
Madame de La Fayette, give to these furies modest exp > 
sions and restrained movements, but this moderation, ' 
modesty, are all the more beautiful by virtue of the fact ■ ' 
they dominate stronger passions. A great classic work 
Jiumcane, a chaqa^of sentiments reduced to order It 
because the passions which a Racine or a Madame de 1 
Fayette express are ardent that the marvellous order of *' 
constructions m which they are set astonishes and delig 
us. 


Toward the middle of the seventeenth century there live 
in Pans a race of strong and violent beings upon whom a 
mode of existence has been imposed which no longer allows 
their passions to be liberated by action. What do these 
untamed captiv^^ read? They seek m books a representation 
of the great actions and the great emotions that life now 
refuses them. Once again the romances of chivalry come 
into fashion. Madame de S^vign6 herself, for all her reason* 
ableness, reads The Great Cjrus. ‘The beauty of the st 
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jtients,’ she sav^'the violence of the passions, the greatness 
nf the events 1!^ the nuraculous successes of thpir fomaM- 
able swords, all tins carries me away as though I were a little [ 
girl.’ 

All Europe dotes on Honor6 d’Urft’s VAstrie, a pastoral 
of five thousand pages, extremely well written, longer than 
all the novels of Marcel Proust and which the Frenchmen 
of the time knew by heart, as the Puritans knew their Bible. 
VAstrie taught the omnipotence of woman and .painted iif 
Cfladon the model of lovers. The laws of Celadon were 
those of romantic love 


j (t ) One must love to excess 

(2) Have no other passion but one's love. 

(3) Love one woman onljr ‘ 

(4) Have the sole ambition to please the woman one loves, 
' (5) Defend one’s shepherd^ - 

(d) Find her perfect in everj waj. 

, (7) Have no other will but hers. 

IfS) Promise to love her always ^ 


A whole society lived thus They wanted to do ‘greaf 
things, but to do great things ‘for them shepherdess,’ foi 
the^ loved woman. ‘Return victorious from a combat whost 
prize js CEImi&ne . .’ The most illustrious, the most wise, 
have a tendency to make love a dutv« ^assion .’ says Pasca 
m his Discourse on the Passions if Love, ‘cannot be beautifu 
vmhout excess When one dn r° *****""****^"°“* 

^es Bft »h Ma^.p^.^nii ph ’ There 15 sanctity in this conceptior 
of love. One sacrifices everything to it, one grows sick wid 
tf, <me even dies dl it and is jroud of dying, of it> In short 
the heroic ideal, unable to express itself any longer through 
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deeds of war, has sought refuge in love. Sublime sentiments, 
but havmg their full value only on condition of remammg 
rather rare. That a Pascal could have loved thus, or a La 
Rochefoucauld in his youth, we are willing to accept If the 
violence of passion becomes a rule, such a claim verges on 
the c omicaL 

This love that takes up one’s whole life soon becomes 
merely a gamej People take to exploring La Carte du Tendre. 
They ‘de-labyrinth their sentiments ’ A factitious sensibility 
replaces natural desires. It was of the young Chevalier de 
S4vign6 that it was said, ‘His whole ambition was to die of 
a love which he did not feel . . .’ Devotion to a mistress 
had been admirable at a time when it inspired great actions , 
but love, if It engages the whole man, qmckly becomes 
anti-social Immediately comedy, a social chastisement, 
reacts Molifere ridicules the extravagances of the Prdaeuses 
Boileau accuses Mademoiselle de Scud6ry of havmg dressed 
up all the bourgeois of her district as heroes. La Roche- 
foucauld analyses passions to find in them a residue of self- 
love. Under the influence of these great realists, taste is 
purified. The romantic ideal is attacked by a mocking 
bourgeoisie and by the ‘honnite homme’ who has no preten- 
sions, not even that of loving more than he loves Women 
weary of Celadon and of a love that is too respectful. ‘Ahl 
Why does he not become a little bolder? A stoic 

reaction announces the birth of the best classicism, and it 
was only in the foll^ing century that the excesses of the 
kind of subtle love-play that came to be known as martrau- 
dage led to those of licentiousness. 

But before disappearing, the heroic ideal, applied to the 
passions of love, was to produce its masterpiece which is 
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the Priory Clives 

Thehittcess^ Clives. This novel is a kind of miracle because 
it mamtains a perfect equilibrium between the vigour of 
the passions and the moderation of its tone. To the long 
crisis of romantic love which we have just described French 
civilization owes one of its most precious attributes which 
IS the art of analysing sentiments If no other language can 
pamt with as delightful exactness as the French the most 
delicate shades of love, if amorous conversation has become 
m France the most charming and the most perfect of arts,, 
we owe It in part to the Preaeuses and even to Mademoiselle 
de Scud^ry, in part to the great moralists, and in part also 
to Racme , but we also owe it to the woman, sp keen, so 
wise, and so modest, who succeeded, without irony and 
without excess, in bringing the novel back to the plane of 
reality and who showed that the beauty of the most ardent 
sentiments can be pamted in the simplest language. I am 
referring to Madame de La Fayette, 


’ 3. The Author 

Madame de La Lafayette’s maiden name was Mane-Made* 
leine de La Vergne Her mother, early widowed, had 
become married agam to a Chevalier Renaud de S6vign6, 
so that the two most remarkable women of the seventeenth 
century came to be related. Mademoiselle de la Vergne had 
received the excellent education of girls of that time. Like 
Madame de S6vigne, she had had the erudite poet Manage 
for a teacher. Poor Manage had loved alThis life, andalthough 
on reaching the age of fifty he had considered it necessary 
to make a round of visits to his fair ones, to inform them 
that he was giving up love, he still bked to have it believed 
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that an amorous inendship prevailed between his pupils wd 
himself. A quatrain in circulation at the time runs as follows: 


Laissez-la comtesse et marquise; 
Menage, vous n’etes pas Jin 
Au heu d'j gagner leur franchise, 
Vousjf perdre? votie latm. 


Forget the marquise and the countess ; 

{Menage, your conceit is sublime 
Instead of wmnmg their bounties. 

You will only be wasting your time. 

But far from wasting his time, Menage succeeded in teachmg 
Latin to Marie-Madeleine de La Vergne, who, no doubt, 
owed the firmness of her style to this 

Mademoiselle de La Vergne was mtroduced to society 
shortly after the Fronde Which is to say that she had a very 
free youth Bussy, the malicious gossip, drew up a map on 
which the names of women were substituted for the names 
«f towns, which enabled him to recount metaphorically the 
assaults made upon these places and to name the besiegers 
‘La Vergne,’ says this map, ‘is a very pretty town and so 
devout that the Archbishop has dwelt there with the Due 
de Brissac, who smee the prelate’s departure has remained 
its chief governor ’ The Archbishop is none other than the 
Cardinal de Retz, but the latter himself confesses m his 
Memoirs that although he paid assiduous court to the lovable 
La Vergne, it was without success 

In spite of her grace and her mtelligence. Mademoiselle 
de La Vergne at twenty-two was not yet married, which 
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was uncommon at the time. She therefore resigned herself 
to makmg an ‘arranged’ marriage with a Count de La 
Fayette, a man of high birth and of little wit wKo, at their 
first meeting, found precisely nothmg to say to this too 
brilliant girl. The song-writers composed some Imes on this 
subject 


La Belle, consultee sur sonfutur epoux. 

Bit dans cette assemblee qu'il paraissait fort dout 
Et d’un air fort bonnite 
Quoique peut-etre bite! 

Mais qu'apres tout, pour elle, un tel mar‘ 

Etait un bon parti. 

The fair one when questioned on her husband to-be 
Said to her friends, ‘He seems extremely sweet to me, 
Quite decent and upright 
Though not so very bright ' 

But all things considered, it will be quite a catch 
If 1 make such a match.’ 

A few years ago a publisher brought out a collection of 
Uves of so-called Obscure Husbands and Wives, in which 
Monsieur de Stael and Madame de Chateaubriand figured. 
It would have been natural to include a work devoted to 
Monsieur de La Fayette. Monsieur de La Fayette is even 
more than an obscure husband, he is a non-existent husband. 
The Comte d’Haussonville, in his book on Madame de La 
Fayette, quotes m connection with Monsieur de La Fayette 
this passage from La Bruy^re ‘There are women who 
obliterate orjbury their husbands to the pomt where no 
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mention is made of them in society. “Is he still living? Is he 
not living?” One doubts it. His only function in the fiunily 
IS to serve as an example of timid silence and of perfect 
submission He is entitled neither to a dowry nor to articles 
of deed, but aside from this and the iact that he does not 
bear children, he is the woman, she is the husband ’ 

Between Monsieur and Madame de La Fayette there were 
no disagreements. He adored her She ‘loved him very 
much,’ that is to say not at all She soon left him to return 
to Pans, he lived m the country Monsieur d’Haussonville 
has proved that he died only m 166} , so that Madame de 
La Fayette yvas married twenty-eight years No one had been 
aware of it, not even she 

In Pans, Madame de La Fayette became the most mtimate 
fnend of the delightful Hennette d’Angleterre, Madame, 
the sister-m-law of Louis XIV. In memory of Madame she 
was for a long time on an excellent footing with the Kmg, 
but she had retired from the court after her friend’s death 
and thenceforth lived only for a few intimate friends 

These friends were not numerous. Madame de La Fayette 
did not wish a bnlliant sahn. She disliked all display. She 
had been nicknamed Le BrouiJ/ard (the fog), and one readily 
visualizes her in a sentimental haze She was romantic and 
dreamy. She was almost always suffering from fever, which 
never became higher. In no circumstances did Madame de 
La Fayette show bitterness or anger. True, authentic, sure, 
m her semi -retirement she wrote hovels which she did not 
even sign She was a great writer and did not want it to be 
known, an excellent Latmist who never spoke of her Latin, 
a tender and faithful friend who did not parade her friend- 
ships. But these were of quality. She had dcept her old 
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master, Manage ; she received Segr6 and Huet ; Madame de 
Sevign4 loved Madame de La Fayette almost as much as she 
loved her daughter, Madame de Gngnan, as a consequence 
of which Madame de Gngnan did not care much for 
Madame de La Fayette. And above all there was Monsieur 
de La Rochefoucauld. 

The Due de la Rochefoucauld had had the most romantic 
life, for which he was not cut out Retz has depicted him 
admirably ‘There has always been somethmg mystenous 
about Monsieur de La Rochefoucauld He was ambitious 
to be mixed up in political intrigues from the time of his 
childhood, at a time when he was not attracted to the 
ordinary pursuits of pnvate life (to which he has never been 
addicted), and had no knowledge of affairs of state (which, 
on the other hand, have never been his strong pomt). He 
was never a man of business, and I do not know why , for 
he had gifts which m any other man would have supplied the 
place of those he lacked ’ 

He had been the lover of those Amazons, the Duchesse 
de Chevreuse and the Duchesse de Longueville. At the age 
of twenty-four, while he was still the Prmce de Marcillac; " 
he had formed the fine project of abductmg Queen Anne of 
Austria and one of her maids of honour. Mademoiselle de 
Hautefort, from under the very noses of the Kmg, Louis XIIl, 
and the Cardinal de Richelieu. Then Madame de Longueville 
had dragged him into the follies of the Fronde, where he 
received a bullet-wound that nearly robbed him of his si^t. 
It was then that he caused a portrait of Madame de Lon- 
guevitle to be engraved with these verses: 
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Faisant la guerre au Roi, far perdu les deuxjreux. 

Mats, pour un tel objet, je I'aurais faite aux Dteux. 

( 

Waging war on the King, I have lost both my eyes, 

But I could have stormed the Heavens for such a prize. 

A little later, havmg learned of Madame de Longueville’s 
unfaithfulness, he corrected his couplet 

Pour uncoeur inconstant qu’ei^n je connais mieux 
J’ai Jolt la guerre au Rot , j’en ai perdu lesjeux 

For an inconstant heart that I now could despise 

I waged war on the Kmg, 1 thereby lost my eyes. 

He was surely thinkmg of Madame de Longueville when 
he wrote this maxim. ‘When our love grows cold, we are 
well content to meet with unfaithfulness so as to obtam 
release from our own vows ’ 

After the amnesty, having grown melancholy and dis- 
iflusioned, he is for a long time a voluntary exile m his 
Chateau of Verteuil. This Don Juan now keeps his face all 
bundled up and wears dark glasses over his ailing eyes. 
Fmally at Mazarin’s death he decides to return to Paris, and 
reopens his mansion, the Hotel de Liancourt, on Rue de 
Seme. He was now forty-eight years old He had a gift for 
writmg and he did not lack violent passions to express It 
was the period of literary games and pastimes At Madame 
de Scudery’s they wrote madrigals, at Madame de Sable’s, 
maxims. La Rochefoucauld composed some extremely 
disenchanted ones. Life had disappointed him* Women had 
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tised his love to compromise him m their mtrigues. He 
Considers that true love is like the apparition of spirits: 
‘Everyone speaks of it and few people have seen it . . . ’ 
that ‘Virtue m woman is often the result of love of her 
reputation and ease’ and that ‘Judged by most of its effects, 
love is more like hate than friendship ’ In short he is, like 
^ron, cynical through disillusion and, like Byron, un- 
doubtedly romantic at heart. 

Was La Rochefoucauld the fnend or the lover of Madame 
de La Fayette? This is a very controversial question. When 
she met him he was close to fifty , which is not for everyone 
the age of retirement The dangerous Bussy^ questions 
Mademoiselle de Scudery on the subject. This is what she 
answers. ‘Monsieur de La Rochefoucauld’s relations with 
Madame de LaFayette are quitehonourable There is nothmg 
to indicate that they go beyond friendship Most likely the 
fear of God on both sides, and perhaps politics, have clipped 
love’s wmgs She is his favourite and his greatest fnend.’ 
As for La Rochefoucauld himself, he writes at about the 
same time. ‘As for light amours, I have in the jiast mdulged 
m these to some extent , but now I do so no longer m spite 
of my youth. I have given up pretty compliments, and can 
only wonder that there are still so many men of honour who 
spend their time m pedaling them . . .’ 

But, agam like Byron, he was one of those men who 
proudly say, ‘No attachments,’ and ask only to be attached. 
It IS a fact that he spent all the end of his life with Madame 
de La Fayette Each day he would leave his mansion on Rue 
de Seme to pay her a visit, at her mansion on Rue F^roU, 
at the comer of Rue de Vaugirard This mansion had a 
garden with a ftiuntam and a little arbour, of which Madame 
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de ^vign6 said that it was the prettiest spot in Paris for the 
spirit to bask in. How many times, on beautiful summer 
evenings, *La Rochefoucauld, Madame de ^vignd and 
Madame de La Fayette would remain chatting far into the 
night, either m the garden or around Madame de La 
Fayette's gold-laced bed! 

When this friendship began, many of La Rochefoucauld’s 
Maxims were already written It was not through him that 
Madame de La Fayette had come to know them and she had 
been appalled by their pessimism ‘What corruption there 
must be ii) the mind and heart of one capable of thmkmg 
up such thmgs!’ * 

There still exists a copy of the Maxims annotated by 
Madame de La Fayette Sainte-Beuve has described it for us. 
It enables us to see the gentle and beneficent mfluence she 
exerted on La Rochefoucauld, whose pessimism she tends 
to soften. Often she writes in the margin, ‘True . . Excel- 
lent . . . Sublime . .’ But sometimes she criticizes and 

ridicules a certain preciosity in which La Rochefoucauld 
indulges When La Rochefoucauld says, ‘The only cause for 
astomshment is one’s perpetual capacity for astonishment,’ 
Madame de La Fayette writes in the margin, ‘Rubbish.’ Or 
sometimes agam, ‘Pretentious nonsense . Tnte . . 
Commonplace . . . This is true, but not always. . . .’ When 
she reads, ‘What men have named friendship is merely a 
transaction from which self-love always expects to reap 
.some gain,’ she writes, ‘This goes for common fhendship, 
but not for the true.’ When die maxim says, ‘ Love may be\ 
|rare, but true friendship is rarer still,’ Madame de La ' 
^s^Stteamwers, ||1 believe ^th to be equally rare, for the 
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true quality of friendship has an element of love, and the 
true quality of love has also an element of friendship. ’ Some- 
times she comments without pnid^hn^s on a maxim on 
women. La Rochefoucauld had written, ‘The reason why 
are not u^lly very susceptible to friendship is that 
id It insipid after they have experienced love.’ 
Madame de La Fayette answers, ‘This is because love en- 
compasses everythmg — mind, heart, and body.’ Finally, in 
the margin of this maxim, ‘Marriage sometimes brmgs con- 
tent, but never bliss,’ she answers, ‘I do not know if it 
brings bliss, but I believe it may.’ 

It seems that she could say with good reason, ‘Monsieur 
de La Rochefoucauld has given me wit, but I have reformed 
his heart.’ One likes to imagme this sweet and gentle little 
woman by the side of the great nobleman, somewhat sombre, 
with his afflicted eyes, his fretful expression. With her 
mists she envelops the summit of that still rumblmg vol- 
cano As a game they set themselves to composing novels 
together Mademoiselle de Scudery says to Bussy, 

‘Monsieur de La Rochefoucauld and Madame de La 
Fayette have done a novel, which is said to be admirably 
well written. They are past the age of doing o^et things 
together. ’ 

‘I should be sorry,’ Bussy answers, ‘were these authors 
younger, for they would amuse themselves by domg other 
thmgs together, which would not be so entertainmg for us 
as thefr book ’ 

They thmk of their past La Rochefoucauld evokes the . 
loves of the Prmce de Marcillac; Madame de La Fayette 
remembers the flirtations of Mademoiselle de La Vergne. 
‘Thus these tw& souls grown old would go back in imagi- 


^omen 
they fii 
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nation to that lovely spnngtime of their lives when they had 
not known each other and could not have loved each other.’ 
And thus was bom The Princess of Clives, whose heroine has 
something of Madame de La Fayette’s modesty and whose 
hero, Monsieur de Nemours, recalls La Rochefoucauld as 
i young man. 


4. The Book 

The Princess of Clives takes place at the court of France, at 
the court of Henri II. Mademoiselle de Chartres, ravishing 
and perfect in evety way, marries the Prince de Cloves. It 
IS a marriage of reason. Mademoiselle de Chartres has the 
greatest esteem for her future husband She does not love 
him, but she does not know love , she marries m perfectly 
good faith and with the firm mtention to be faithful By 
misfortune and by chance, the Pnncesse de Clfeves meets at 
a ball Monsieur de Nemours, who is the most seductive 
gentleman at the court and the flower of French chivalry. 
She loves him first without being willmg to admit it to her- 
self. Then jealousy reveals her own feelmgs to her She is 
disturbed, ashamed, and finally decides to confide in her 
husband She believes at first that so much frankness inspires 
gratitude, but such gratitude soon becomes jealousy. For 
Monsieur de Cloves it is a fnghtfiil torture to thmk that his 
wife loves another, and that this other man is so attractive. 
Tn the end Monsieur de Cloves dies, since m the seventeenth 
century people die of love. Now Madame de Cloves is free 
and one might think she is gomg to marry Nemours, but not 
at all. She rejects him because she thinks that Nemours and 
the are responsible for Monsieur de Cl^ves^ death. But she 
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continues to love him Soon she herself dies of melancholy, 
after having spent her last days m austerity and devotion. 

Such IS the subject and we see at once that it deals with 
the theme of heroic love. We are here m the sector of 
Tristan and not in that of Dangerous Relations. Let us now 
look at details. 

Mademoiselle de Chartres has the most exalted idea of 
the virtue and the duties of a woman She has been brought 
up by a mother who would often pamt her pictures of love, 
who would show her ‘what was agreeable m it, the better 
to persuade her of its dangers, which she taught her. She 
told her of men’s msincerity, their deceit and their faith- 
lessness, the domestic calamities caused by illicit love-affairs ; 
on the other hand, the calm that reigned m the life of a 
faithful wife, and how virtue gives distmction and dignity 
to one who has rank and beauty ’ This is a eulogy of virtue 
founded on its useful effects rather than on our duties 

Monsieur de Clives is no less praiseworthy , he is a man 
deserving to be loved, and his wife believes she loves him. 
But he himself has too much experience not to know that 
she loves him not at all 

‘Monsieur de Cleves, after his marriage, was happy, 
without, however^ bemg entirely satisfied. He was dis- 
tressed to see that the feelings of Mademoiselle de Chartres 
did not go beyond esteem and gratitude, and he could not 
flatter himself that she might be hiding more gratifying ones, 
smce their relationship permitted her to show them without 
shockmg her extreme modesty. Scarcely a day pssed but 
he complained to her of this. 

‘ “Is It possible,” he would say to her, “that I can be other 
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than happy in marrying you? Yet 'tis true that 1 am iifei 
haj^y Yea feel for me only a sort of kmdness that canno* 
satisfy me. You are neither impatient, nor uneasy, nor fret- 
ftil , you are no more touched by my passion than you -would 
be by an attachment founded merely on the advantage of 
your fortune, and not on your personal charms.” 

‘ “Your complaint is unjust,” she answered “I do not 
kno-w what you can wish for beyond what I am doing, and 
it seems to me that propriety does not permit of my doing 
more. . .” 

‘ “I touch neither your mclinations nor your heart,” he' 
rejoined, “and my presence causes you neither pleasure nor^ 
emotion.” 

‘ “You cannot possibly doubt,” she responded, “that I am^ 
glad to see you, and I blush so often when I see you that ’ 
you cannot doubt either that the sight of you causes me 
emotion." 

' “1 am not deceived by your blushes,” he answered “They 
come from a feelmg of modesty, and not from your hearty 
and I infer from them only the part I really have m them.” ’ 

As happens so often. Monsieur de Cfoves’ doubt keeps his 
love alive even beyond conjugal habituation. 

‘While he was her husband, he -was -none the less her 
lover, because he was always left with something to wish 
for beyond the mere possession of her, and although she 
lived on perfect terms -with him, he was not entirely happy. 
He contmued to feel for her a violent and troubled passion 
that ca^t its diadow across his py.’ 

If the husband and the wife are bemgs whose feelings go 
beyond average humanity, the lover, Monsieur de Nemours,^ 
has no less delicacy. The moment he faUi in love with 
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,|^ame de Clfeves he conceals it from everyone and 
Cjtdame de Cleves herself ‘would have found it difficult to 
'serceive, if the mclination she had for him had not caused 
bar cldscly to observe his actions, which left no doubt m 
Jier mind.’ 

One other person has understood immediately what is 
happening she is the one who always understands these 
things and who sometimes is heart-broken and sometimes 
•ejoices, sometimes assumes the role of a (ffienna and some- 
imes that of a go-between; she is Madame de Clfcves’ 
nother. Madame de Chartres, on her death-bed, decides 
o speak to her daughter: „ 

' “You have an inclination for Monsieur de Nemours ; I 
lo not ask you to confess it , lam no longer in a state to 
make use of your sincerity to guide you. I have long been 
iware of this mclination, but I did not speak to you about 
it for fear of makmg you aware of it yourself. You know 
•t only too well now, you are on the edge of the abyss; it 
will require great effort and drastic measures to save your- 
self Thmk what you owe to your husband , think what you 
owe to yourself, and consider that you are gomg to lose 
that reputation which you have acquired and which I have 
so earnestly desired for you Have strength and courage, 
daughter, withdraw from the court, force your husband to 
take you away ; do not be afraid of takmg too harsh and too 
difficult measures, however dreadful they may appear at 
first, they will be more pleasant m the end than the evils 
of an illicit love affair ... If this misfortune must happen 
to you, 1 greet death with joy, that I may not be here to 
see It.” ’ 

It 18 seen hoi'i extreme the emotions are Are there many 
c 
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modem motkers who would wish to die rather than to see 
their daughter dishonoured? Notice also that pride plajm a 
great roie in these councils, and rehgion none, which is 
_ surprising. Madame de Cloves is warned to have care of her 
repute, not of her salvation The romantics, two centimes 
later, were to ‘glory' in abandoning themselves to their 
passions 

Meanwhile Monsieur de Nemours succeeds in making 
Madame de Cloves understand that he loves her, and this 
without having said a word that could shock her. quite the 
contrary. 

1 ‘ “Womep,” he said, “generally judge the love one has for 

l^em by the care one takes to please them and to seek their 
[company, but this is not difficult if they be in the least 
I attractive What is difficult is not to give way to the pleasure 
of following them, to avoid them for fear of lettmg people 
see, and almost of lettmg them see the feelings one has for 
them. And what stamps still more an attachment as real is 
to become just the contrary of what one was, to have no 
longer ambition or pleasure, after basing been busy all one’s 
life with both . ." ’ 

Madame de Cloves understands only too well the share 
she has in these words 

‘It seemed to her that she ought to reply and not tolerate 
them. It seemed to her that she ought not to understand 
them, or show that she took them as applymg to hen . . 
The most obscure speech of a man one loves causes more 
agitation than open declarations from a man one does not 
love.’ 

However, she betrays herself through little things : Mon- 
sieur de Nemours while riding horseback with the King is 
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injured, and Madame de Clives betrays her apprehension, 
a scene which recalls to the modem reader that of t^je races 
in Aan a Kaiemnq ^ and which enables Monsieur de Nemours, 
on obsemng Madame de Clives* pallq;, to realize that he 
IS loved as much as he loves. All these interpretations of 
pallors and blushes are shaded with infinite delicacy and 
resemble the minutest analyses that make up the work of 
Marcel Proust 

Angry with herself for having let the secret of her love 
escape her, Madame de Clives says to her husband that she 
wishes to leave for the country, that she is unwell, ihat she 
needs fresh air Monsieur de Clives, who sees that*she has 
never looked better, does not take her seriously, 

' “Do not force me,” said she, “to confess something I 
have not strength to confess, although I have several times 
intended to do so Only remember that it is not prudent 
for a woman of my age to be exposed to the dangers of 
the court ” 

‘ “What do you suggest to my mind, madame?” cned 
Monsieur de Clives “I would not dare say it for fear of 
offending you.” 

‘ “Then, sir'” she answered, falling at his feet, “1 am going 
to make a confession such as was never made to a husband ; 
but the innocence of my actions and of my intentions gi\ es 
me the necessary strength. It is true that I have reasons for 
keeping away from court, and that I wish to avoid the penis 
that sometimes beset women of my age. I have never given 
the least sign of weakness, and I should not fear that I might 
do so, if you allowed me to withdraw from court. . 
HoWever dangerous may be the course 1 am taking, I am 
taking It gladly W keep myself worthy of you 1 beg you to 
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forgive me, if I have feelmgs that grieve you ; at least I shall 
never gpeve you by my actions Remember that to do what 
I am doing requires more affection and more esteem for 
a husband than any wife has ever had guide me, pity me 
and love me still, if you can ’ 

Monsieur de Cloves is beside himself- 
‘ “I have never been able to awaken love m you,” he said, 
“and I see that you fear you love another And who, 
mada me, is this hjppy man who gives rise to this fear? 

I have at once the jealousy of a husband and of a lover, but 
It IS impossible to entertam that of a husband after what you 
have just done ” ’ 

She has barely spoken when she regrets it She sees that 
Monsieur de Cleves is in despiair, unhappy, that he imagines 
the evil to be more serious than it is, that he mterprets a 
thousand little events of the past in the light of this passion, 
that he exaggerates them and is heaitbroken 

‘When the Prince had left and Madame de Clfeves re- 
mained alone, when she considered what she had just done, 
she was so horrified that she could scarcely believe it was 
true She felt she had destroyed her husband’s love and 
esteem, and that she had dug for herself a pit from which 
she would never escape She asked herself why she had done 
such a dangerous thing, and she discovered that she had 
committed herself to it almost m spite of herself The 
strangeness of such a confession, for which she knew no 
precedent, convinced her of its danger ’ 

Because she refuses to see Monsieur de Nemours, 
Monsieur de Cleves understands that he is the man m 
question: 

‘ “Would you dare refuse to see him if you did not know 
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full well that he distinguishes your seventy from incivility ’ 
/Sut why need you be severe with him ? From a person like 
yourself, madame, everythmg is a favour, except indif- 
ference. ... I am the unhappiest of all men You are my^ 
wife, I love you like a mistress, and you love another! This 
other IS the most attractive man at court, and he sees you 
everj day , he knows that you love him * ’ 

Finally Monsieur de Cleves allows his wife to retire to 
Coulommiers There she receives a woman friend The 
latter, when she returns to Pans, mnocently tells that 
Madame de Cfrves enjoys spending a part of the night alone 
m the summer house m the forest of her park Monsieur 
de Nemours, who knows the place well, suddenly has the 
idea that it would not be impossible to get a glimpse of 
Madame de Cloves there without being seen by her 
Monsieur de Cloves, who is present at this conversation, 
thmks he sees what is passmg m Monsieur de Nemours’ 
mind, and has no doubt that the latter intends to go and 
see Madame de Cloves He is not mistaken, for such is the 
effect of the design that has crossed Monsieur de Nemours’ 
mind Monsieur de Cleves, in order to inform himself con- 
cemmg his wife’s conduct, sends one of his gentlemen-m- 
waiting on Monsieur de Nemours’ traces 

Now Monsieur de Nemours goes to Coulommiers, enters 
the garden, and stealing up to a small room he sees Madame 
de Cloves there, ‘so beautiful that he could scarcely restram 
his rapture at the sight It was warm, and she had nothing 
on her head and shoulders but her loosely bound hair. She 
was on a couch, with a table before her, on which were 
several baskets of ribbons.’ She chooses some, and Monsieur 
de Nemours secs that they are of the same colours as those 
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he had worn at a recent tournament. For a long time she 
looks at a portrait, and Monsieur de Nemours observes that 
it IS his own. 

‘It would be impossible to express what Monsieur de 
Nemours felt at this moment. To see m the middle of the 
night, m the loveliest spot m the world, a person he adored ; 
to see her without her knowmg that he saw her; and to see 
her wholly absorbed in things related to him and to the love 
she concealed from him — this has never been enjoyed or 
imagmed by any other lover ’ 

Madame de Cloves knows nothmg of Monsieur de 
Nemouiji’ presence in her garden that night. But Monsieur 
de Clives, ujion the report of it that is made to him, believes 
they have seen each other and cannot resist the overwhelm- 
ing shock which this gives him. He is taken with fever 
that very night. Madame de Clives is notified, and she 
arrives with all speed. And while she weeps, he says to 
her, 

‘ Tou shed many tears, madame, for a death which you 
are causing, and which cannot give nse to the gnef you 
show. . . . Why did you reveal to me your love for Monsieur 
de Nemours, if your virtue was not strong enough to resist 
It? I loved you enough so that I would gladly have been 
deceived, I admit it to my shame, I have yearned for the 
false security which you destroyed. Why did you not leave 
me m that peaceful blindness which so many husbands enjoy ? 
1 should perhaps have been unaware all my life that you 
loved Monsieur de Nemours. I am dying,” he added, “but 
know that you are making death welcome to me, and that 
after bemg deprived of the esteem and tenderness I felt ibr 
you, life would be hateful fo me. • Adiet*, madame 1 You 
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will some day miss the man who loved you with a true and 
lawful passion.” ’ 

After this death, Madame de Cloves’ grief exceeds the 
bounds of reason Her dymg husband — dymg because of her 
and with so much tenderness for her — is always on her 
mmd. She accuses herself, as of a crime, of not having felt 
love for him, as if that were a thing within her power. 
Monsieur de Nemours spends his life roaming about the walls 
that shelter Madame de Cloves He thmks that since he is 
loved, she will marry him, now that there is no duty to 
oppose her feelings, and that the obstacles are removed 
At last he can throw himself at her feet She confesses to 
him that she loves him, that she has always loved him. 

‘ “I am willing that you should know it I am happy to 
tell you. I am not even sure I am not telling you more from 
love of myself than from love of you For, after all, this 
avowal will have no consequences, and I shall observe the 
strict rules my duty imposes ” ’ 

Monsieur de Nemours rightly answers that she no longer 
has any duties 

‘ “What phantom of duty do you oppose to my happmess ? 
» > 

• • • 

But she will not marry him 

‘ “I know that he came to his death by you, and because 
of me . . ’ 

In vain Monsieur de Nemours pleads the cause of passion 
Madame de Cloves’ sense of duty (or what she calls duty) 
triumphs. 

‘ “I admit,” she answers ‘that passio^ may le^i^ rne, hut 
jthey cannot blind me. _No3iing canpreve nt my knowing 
fl^^iSirJvere^Jorn with all the dispositions for gllantry. 
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and all the qualities likely to bjnng SilCQgsjlJilCEeai. You 
have already had several love-afFairs , you would have others, 
and I should no longer make you happy , I should see you 
become to another woman what you have been to me, I 
should be mortally hurt , and I should not even be sure of 
not sufFermg from jealousy.” 

‘Monsieur de Nemours was not yet put off, and he did 
all he could think of that might make her change her mind 
At last, when whole years had passed, time and absence 
allayed his grief and extinguished his passion. Madame de 
Cleves so lived that there was little likelihood of her ever 
returning. She spent part of the year in the convent, and the 
rest at home, but in an isolation and in occupations more 
saintly than those of the most austere convents , and her life, 
which was brief, left examples of mimitable virtue.’ 


5 

This IS the book which made such a great sensation when 
It appeared, which is considered today one of the master- 
pieces of the novel, and which a young man of our time, 
Raymond Radiguet, dreamed of imitating in The Count’s Ball. 

What did It contain that was new? First the simplicity 
of construction, which is worthy of the great tragedians of 
the same century. At one stroke, Madame de La Fayette 
defined one of the forms of the French novel The natural, 
sober tone, the importance attached to feelings, the delicate 
and restrained analyses, the graceful brevity of the story, 
such are still the features of Dominique, of Jhe Double Mis- 
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unJerstanJiag, of The Pastoral Symphoitj and of The Death 
Hippolj'tus ^ 

Madame de La Fayette was also the first to paint what 
may be called a society of leisure, and to describe the 
extreme delicacy of sentiments that can develop among men 
and women of noble soul when they have no other concerns 
but love. We have known societies of this type in France, 
and in particular in Pans, during the pre-war period, it 
will be very interesting, when we come to speak of Marcel 
Proust, to compare his descnption of the passions of the 
idle with that of Madame de La Fayette. 

In Monsieur de Nemours and in Monsieur de Qleves, she 
has painted a somewhat conventional type of man, a slave 
of the manners he has imposed on himself, and m a language 
more abstract and pure than vigorous A type that by its 
scruples might perhaps make more cynical generations 
smile, but that has its greatness One can conceive more 
complete, more violent ones, one may prefer saints, sages 
or rebels But it must be recognized that a society composed 
of such men represented quite a triumph of humanity over 
the human animal. 

Was the triumph, perhaps, not too complete? Was the 
animal not too much sacrificed? And does not he who would 
play the angel play the fool ’ It surely cannot be said that the 
moral precepts which the heroes of The Princess of Cleres obey 
bring them much happiness Monsieur de Cloves dies of 
gnef, Madame de Cloves refuses the man she loves after 
having caused the death of the man she esteems, and ends 
her life m remorse , Monsieur de Nemours is fhistrated and 
never possesses the woman he loves. The failure could not 
be more complete Must one conclude that so much nobility 
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oi soul was a fault? If Madame de Cloves had said nothing, 
and even if she had succumbed, would she not have done 
less harm? 

Anatole France, in a preface which he wrote for an edition 
of The Trincess oj Cleves, relates that he asked a woman whose 
bold and penetrating mind he admired if Madame de Clfeves 
had not put too high a price on virtue in thinking she was 
not paying for it too dearly with the death of a husband 
and the despair of a lover 

‘ “The Princess of Cleves,” was the reply, “is guided by 
wholly human considerations, without a trace of an ideal ; 
wisdom ^nd reason, which are temporal virtues, direct her 
life and rule her feelings. And even more than wisdom, it 
K the notion of her worldly greatness that penetrates and 
safeguards her She worships appearances to the highest 
degree, and her beautiful attitude of haughty pnde perhaps 
softens for her many secret griefs I can imagine that to this 
lovely woman, whose psychology and especially whose 
I morality were less complex than ours, the world must have 
(appeared as a well-lighted drawmg room which must be 
crossed with dignity and nobility Then, with a majestic 
bow, one would retire and all was said It is the triumph 
of* etiquette, of an etiquette that can reach the point of 
heroism, for it sometimes takes more courage and firmness 
of soul to smile in the nudst of a feast than on a field of 
battle Tlie Princess of Cloves has this kind of courage ; she 
has It to the point of foigetfiilness, to the point of self- 
ij nmolatio n ; she is without weakness, but also she is with- 
out pity. She lets two men despair and die, one at least of 
whom IS loved by her She is without remorse, since she 
remains irreproachable and nothmg has seriously disturbed 
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die fine e nsem ble of her conduct She is a demonstration 
of what firm social convictions and a severe rule life can 
produce, without anything superior to those principles 
themselves. She is also an example, edifying perhaps but 
heart-breakmg, of what morality and virtue can do for 
men’s happiness Before this honourable and pitiless soul 
one finds oneself considering those others, the heroines of 
love who were weak, who were guilty, but who were 
gentle And one wonders if the root of this virtue was not 
pride, which consoled her for everything, and even for the 
harm she was doing? . . ” ’ 

This judgment has been criticized, and it has been mam- 
tained that Madame de Cleves’ decision, inspired by a 
religious stoicism, is unintelligible to us only because we 
do not share her faith. But this is neglecting at once the 
text of the novel and the reactions of her contemporaries. 
?The conflict of the Princess of Cloves is that of passion and 
duty, but not of religious duty, for neither Madame de 
Chartres nor Madame de Cloves pose the question on this 
plane What we have here is rather a conflict of passion and 
of heroic pride,_ of what one desires and what one owes to 
oneself The Church calls this form of self-love humaa 
respect. 

It would be easy, in studying this conflict, to be rather 
hard on Madame de Cloves. The resistance, it might be said, 
IS inversely proportional to the strength of the temptations. 
Racine’s heromes succumb because they love passionately 
Madame de Cloves resists because she knows nothing of 
sensuality Her creator, Madame de La Fayette, as we have 
said, was nicknamed le Brouillard. What would have hap- 
pened if she had been the Tempest? The heroine whom 
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she has conceived dominates her instincts and her nerves 
every moment, but is not his ‘tremblmg’ man’s most 
human attribute’ In Montaigne’s words, ‘Le tremblement 
n’est-il pas le metlleur de Vhomme?' La Rochefoucauld would 
no doubt have found more than one maxim on this subject. 
I ‘One always has enough strength,’ he might have said, 
j‘to overcome passions one does not feel ’ ‘More women are 
'*l^ept chaste by vapours and fever than by virtue ’ ‘One way 
I of escaping from great emotions is to make petty crimes 
of them ’ 

There are in truth two possible explanations of Madame 
de eleven-’ conduct Either her passions are weak or she 
possesses enough strength of character to overcome violent 
passions We have been so long nourished, through the 
Romantics, on the doctiine of giving free reign to the pas- 
sions that this hypothesis is the last one we think of, but it 
IS a very likely one Tom between desire and obligation, 
Madame de Cleves, a stoic and a Christian, chooses obli- 
gation One can find examples of the same sublime purity 
in the work of Maunce Baring, an English and Catholic 
- novelist And if one can deny the wisdom of the posthumous 
obligation m which Madame de Cleves shuts herself up, one 
cannot deny its grandeur 

But the novel raises another problem, and one of the 
gravest moral and sentimental problems that of total sm- 
cerity For Madame de Cleves could both remain without 
reproach and be silent. It is her fatal confession that causes 
so much mischief The moment the book was published 
(as we learn from M Robert Lejeune, who has written a 
remarkable preface to The Princess of Cleves) this scene pro- 
voked endless discussions. People were so diveded that ‘they 
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could have eaten one another ’ The Mercure started a ques- 
tionnaire Madame de Gramont answered that ^ in such a 
case ‘a woman must examme her husband’s humour and 
temperament, for all husbands are not alike.’ The men were 
rather of the opinion that one should confess, women, that 
one keep silent 

If I did not fear to see the ghost of Madame de La Fayette 
write “Rubbish” in the margin, I should be willing to say 
that the danger of sincerity is that it is rarely sincere I mean ■> 
that before venturing to describe, for those who love us, 
feelings that can make them suffer so much, we should first 
be sure, (i ) That we really experience them, andiiot merely^ 
imagine we do, or do so intermittently, (2) That the evil 
IS without remedy, (3) That the character of our friends 
IS such that they can bear sincerity If these three cohditions 
are fulfilled, then we may deliver ourselves of secrets which, 
in love as m friendship, are always difficult and heavy to 
bear If they are not, let us have the courage to be silent 

Such are the reflections that the drama of The Princess of 
Clevcs provokes m a moralist But let us not forget that a 
fine novel is not a moral treatise. It describes a special case^ 
and does not propose rules for us Madame de La Fayette 
and her characters offer the image of a world in which 
beings who had greatness tried to conduct their lives nobly, 
submitting their passions to honour and to duty Being men 
and women, they were far from always succeedmg, but 
bemg fallible ourselves, we must forgive them and be grate- 
ful to that French seventeenth century for havmg presented 
to us one of the finest images of man m one of the finest 
of languages. Among the novels we shall study later we may 
encounter fovns of love closer to those we observe today ; 
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we shall find none that have more grace, or modesty, and 
we shall pot cease to think with respect and sympathy of 
those somewhat feverish evenmgs in a Pans of long ago 
where, near the gardens of the Luxembourg, m the time 
of Alceste and of Monime, two souls that were at once 
savage and tender engendered a heroic world. 



TWO 


ROMANTIC LOVE 

Julia or the New Heloise 




Julia or the New Heloise 

I^^ETWEEN the Princess of Cleves and The New Heloise it 
would no doubt be appropriate to devote a study to Manon 
Lescaut The Abbe Prevost’s book is one of the finest love- 
novels written m French and it affected the readers of the 
time as vividly as it still moves us By the simphraty of its ' 
approach, the grace of its style, the naive strength of the 
passions it portrays, it already foreshadows Stendhal. But 
for our present purpose it seems that The New Heloise, in 
spite of Its defects, or perhaps because of them, is more 
representative of the eighteenth century Manon Lescaut is 
a cry from the heart, one of those masterpieces that are 
born of a great suffering and that are rather the reflection 
of an individual sensibility than of an epoch For at least 
half a century The New Heloise transformed the ways of love, 
the style and the vocabulary of the French One cannot 
overlook it But before speaking of Julia it will be well to 
trace the curve followed by the sentiments of love during 
the first half of the eighteenth century. 


I . The Period 

In studying The Princess oj Cleres, we saw what happened 
'to the passions of love m the seventeenth century, as they 
combmed with the sentiment of honour. But this goiera- 
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tion of ‘tamed lions’ was bound to disappear rather quickly> 
We have described those half-pay soldiers of the heart of 
whom La Rochefoucauld is such a fine example. In the time 
of Louis XV the French public is compiosed of a court 
nobility and of a critical bourgeoisie who are both inclined 
to ridicule too stilted sentiments 

What becomes then of the passions of love ? Heroic love, 
as we have observed in The Princess of Cleves, is replaced by 
jjipve. regarded solely as pleasure 

Gone are the tender respect that Monsieur de Nemours 
pays to Madame de Cloves, the proud chastity of Madame 
de Clfevqs Everything becomes free and bold There is no 
more secrecy. Each one is proud to relate his adventures 
to all and sundry. Love, as Chamfort puts it, ceases to be 
anything but ‘the exchange of two fancies and the contact 
of two epiderms.’ Girls still read L’Astree, or perhaps The 
Princess of Clives, but they put them aside at the age of 
twenty. As soon as they are married the example and advice 
of those who surround them cause them to lose interest 
in romantic loves 

As the Goncourt brothers express it in their authoritative 
study. Woman in the XVIIlth Century, women ibiget ‘the 
tremulous avowals, the noble aloohiess, the raptures 
awakened by mnocent favours,’ the refinements of delicacy 
I of a Madame de Cloves Cr-'i lose all the illusions of t^ 
I romantic, those tender reveries and the daytime languors, 
the sleepless and feverish nights, the torments of a first 
^ love.’ Like their whole period, they yield to facile loves, 
and say to those for whom they may have had a fancy whal 
Madame d’Esparbfes said to Lauzun. ^ 

' ‘Beheve me, my young cousin, it is no V>nger the thing 
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to be romantic. It makes you ridiculous and that is all I had 
a fancy for you, my child It is not my fault if you, took it 
for a great passion, and if you got it mto your head that it 
would last forever. It matters little to you, since this fancy 
has passed, whether I have taken another lover or remain 
without one You have many advantages for winning 
women’s favours Make use of them to win them and be as- 
sured that the loss of one can always be repaired by another.’ 

Thus women in the eighteenth century tend to adopt in 
matters of love the morals and the ideals of men But this 
licentiousness produces effects which surprise the people 
of the time and which seem to us rather natural namely, 
disgust with life and an invmcible boredom This is easy 
to understand bjatbmg fills existence like a great love 
accompanied by doubt s as to the f eelmgs of the love-obiect. 
EvefyfEIng then assumes an infinite value. Monsieur de 
Nemours (like Stendhal much later) could, I imagine, spend 
entire days meditatmg over a smile, a blush of Madame de 
Cloves, analysmg it, untangling reasons for hope and reasons 
for fear 

But what IS more monotonous than licentiousness ? What 
is more melancholy than the ceremonial of conquest, for 
those who have played that game all their lives ? Add to this 
the fact that the times are irreligious J Human lives no long er 
have a fixed centre to which the soul can dmgj ‘ Boredom 
iT then a~imi versal commodity of soc i ^f Books of piety 
and novels havmg disappeared from women’s tables, they 
try to find reasons for livmg in scientific works. Great 
writers (Voltaire, Fontenelle) try to bring the new dis- 
coveries withm their reach. They attend courses in Natural 
bfistory. ‘A won»an,’ sap Goncourt, ‘no longer has herself 




painted on an Olympian cloud, but seated in a laboratoiy. 
The trouble is that in this laboratory she somewhat misses 
Olympus — and Jupiter. 

Now each time men have experienced such a feeling of 
weariness they have tried to escape in time or m space. Of 
all escapes, the simplest seems to be the return to Nature. 
One becomes convinced that what surrounds one is boring 
because it is adulterated, but that men formerly have known 
happiness and that it would only be necessary to return to 
a simpler mode of living in order to regain a kmd of 
balance During the whole eighteenth century the French- 
style gardens of the seventeenth century give way little by 
little to English gardens, whose naturalness is mdeed arti- 
Rcial, but creates an illusion The time is not far distant 
when Mane-Antoinette, Queen of France, will try m the 
hamlet of Trianon to convince herself she is a peasant 
woman. 

What IS true of gardens is also true of feelmgs People 
try to recapture the freshness of their first passions This 
explams the success of Manon Lescaut ‘People came running 
as to a fire, because it was fire.’ The subject of Manon 
Lescaut is slight enough the passionate love of a young man 
for a little courtesan But the story is moving because it is 
naive and true The libertme or the coquette who read 
Manon Lescaut must often have laid the book down on their 
lap and dreamt of the life of the Chevalier des Gneux, so 
unhappy and yet so happy, because a single emotion was 
enough to occupy him. 

After escape to Nature, escape into Space, or exoticisqu 
Every period afflicted with boredom gives itself over to this 
form of romanticism. This explains th$ vogue in the 
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cighteeaith century of the English novel, Chinese art, tales 
of travel, and the important place Savages hold m go many 
French books of the time The Huron, ‘the gentle savage,’ 
IS a fixed idea. It plays a role m the transformation of 
Rousseau’s doctrine. 

Thus, in a period of universal licence, it is an escape to 
enjoy pictures of rustic scenes that have remamed uncon- 
tammated, m a period when passionate feelings are rare. 
It IS a pleasure to study ‘emotional’ beings (the word itself 
is to become fashionable) , m a period of debauchery, it is 
a novelty to praise virtue A mixture of virtue, of senti- 
ment, and of rusticity — this is a complex form of evasion, 
skilfully concocted, unconsciously apt, it is this mixture 
which brought the men and women of 1760 to Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, who, as we shall see, seems to have been created 
to brmg them what they so badly lacked. 

2. The Man 

At the time Rousseau wrote The New Heloise he was forty- 
five years old Let us recall very briefly his early life. He 
was the son of a Geneva watchmaker and of a pastor’s 
daughter He had lost his mother while he was still a child ; 
his father had had to flee as a result of difficulties with the 
authorities of Geneva He himself, after havmg tried his 
hand at various calhngs, after having been a clerk, then an 
apprentice, had run away m turn and had begun his 
adolescence as a vagabond. 

Bom a Protestant, he was taken in by some Catholics 
hving not far from the canton of Geneva who were dedicated 
to the conversic^ of children. He spent, at first, several 
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weeks m the Seminary, where he became converted without 
great cpnviction, then was confided tojMadame de Warens, 
who had him call her ‘Mother,’ took charge of his education, 
and found him very gifted, a bom musician. Madame de 
Warens was a maternal and sensual woman, whose heart 
was excellent but whose mind was somewhat wayward. She 
became Jean-Jacques’ mistress though she did not love him, 
somewhat as George Sand became Chopm’s mistress, with 
the feeling of accomplishmg a duty, or rather usmg this 
supposed feeling to conceal her desire from herself. 

On leaving her he pursues a thousand extraordinary occu- 
pations^ he IS secretary of a Greek archimandrite who is 
somethmg of an ambassador, something of a thief, ‘en- 
graver and lackey, musician and itmerant tradesman, and 
with it all, a dreamer, an artist, infinitely responsive to 
natural beauty and to simple pleasures, always lookmg with 
delight at the sky, the greenness or the water, rapt m the 
astatic contemplation of a secret dream . . .’ When he 
arrives m Pans, in 1741, he has already led the life of a 
sentimental Gil Bias, of a moralizing Panurge In a different 
time this background would have made a realistic novelist ; 
m the eighteenth century it produces the first of the 
romantics 

Why has he come to Pans ? He would have been hard put 
to It to say. He will suffer here, since he will be depnved 
of his trees, of his birds and his nvers. But he has read 
Plutarch deeply he aspires to the glory of heroes . . . 
Glory ? . . What weapons does he dispose of to conquer 

It ? He has invented a system of musical notation ; he has 
written an opera, and although he has published nothing, 
he knows he is able to wnte. All this seems rather fragile. 
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As for the man, he is kmdly, candid, capable of tender- 
ness, but proud, touchy and suspicious. He lives in^magma- 
tion more than m action : |‘One enjoys, not what one obtains 
but what one hopes for, fed one is happy only before be mg. 
happy 'jSuch a man would be more at home m solitude, but- 
ihere^B his love of glory . . . Now it happens that this 
wished'for and improbable glory comes to him with sur- 
prismg ease. Thanks to a few letters of mtroduction he 
obtams entry mto the home of Madame Dupm, whose salon 
is frequented by all Paris, forms a friendship with her son- 
in-law, Francois, who is Madame d’Epinay’s lover. Thus he 
IS introduced to the ‘philosophic cotene_ ’ In ifjo, the 
Academy of Dijon havmg announced a contest offering a 
prize for a discourse on the Sciences and the Arts, he writes 
his famous plea against civilization To Greece, to Rome, 
to the eighteenth century, he opposes the simple humanity 
of the earliest tunes and natural virtue: 

‘O Virtue! are thy prmciples not engraved in every heart, | 
and to learn thy laws does it not suffice to look mto oneself 
and listen to the voice of one’s conscience, in the silence 
of the passions ?’ 

Did Rousseau believe these thmgs at the moment he 
vvTote them? However this may be, his eventual attitude 
was determmed by that which he had taken in this debate. 
For his readers he has become the Man of Nature, the adver- 
sary of artificial feelings. This is his first claim to glory. Ih 
1752 his Village Soothsyrer is performed before the Kmg with 
great success The author is there, wearing the handsome 
beard of a savage. He appears an astonishmg character; all 
Versailles is anxious to know him. 

But this world that suddenly welcomes him so easily sur- 
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pnses him and is hardly of a character to please him In his 
novel he has depicted the feelings of a simple man who, 
fresh from a rustic society, is mtroduced to the salons of 
, Pans Because he is well received he believes the friendships 
which he forms can grow without constraint, but women 
like Madame d’Epinay monojjolize a friend every time they 
are bored, ‘which is always,’ and the literary coteries exact 
mutual admiration. Jean- Jacques soon weanes of the salons 
and he says so. — ^ 

' 1 heir "discourse is neither made up of dissertations nor 
e pigr ams , they reason without argumentation and are witty 
without' punning they artfully unite reason and vivacity, 
maxims and rhapsodies, and mix the most pointed satire 
and refined flattery with strictness of morals They talk 
about everything, because everyone has something to say; 
they examine nothing to the bottom for fear of bemg tedious 
but propose matters m a cursory manner, and pass them 
over with rapidity, everyone gives his opinion, and supports 
It in few words, no one attacks with ^virulence that of 
another, nor obstmately defends his own. . . But, after all, 
what kind of knowledge do you think is to be gamed from 
such agreeable conversation? To form a right judgment of 
life and manners, to make a right use of society, to know, 
at least, the people with whom we converse , there is noth- 
mg of all this all that is here to be learnt, is to plead artfully 
the cause of falsehood , to confound, by philosophy, all the 
principles of virtue , to throw a false colour, with the help 
of soph ist ry^ on tlwjassions and prejudices qfmankind . 

■ Tnes^ society people. machmes ihat da'not''ihK£for 
themselves, but are set going by sprmgs: 

‘You need only mform yourself of theui company, their 
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clubs, their friends, the women they visit, the authors they 
are acquainted with, and you may immediately t^ll what 
will be their opinion of the next book that is published, the 
next play that is acted, the works of this or that writer they , 
know nothmg of, or this or that system of which they have 
not one idea. As ordmary djocks, also, are wound up to go 
but four-and-twenty hours, «> are these people under th e 
necess ity of p^ oin g every evening into company, to know 
^at they are to think the nejrt^ay_,_ Hence it is, that there 
IS tut a small nu mber of both ^ jex es who think for all the 
rest, and for whom all the rest talk and act. ’ 

These~observatlflIlS temaf/l"'lH>!>Klllljlly true. Social con- 
versation IS stili humed, brilliant and frivolous Today as 
in Rousseau’s time, whenever six Parisians-get together they 
cannot converse for an hour without makmg hasty, witty 
and unfair judgments of half of Pans, ‘as though their hearts 
had nothmg to communicate ’ The difference is that the life 
of our time is so difficult, so complex that our anguish saves 
us from boredom In the time of Rousseau society people, 
and especially women, suffered from their frivolity, found 
a bitter pleasure in hearing themselves castigated and were 
only too willing to make a great man of anyone who would 
tell them harsh truths Rousseau appeared at just the right 
moment He would be the fashionable Savage Unfor- 
tunately fashion changes quickly and society people were 
to weary of him as quickly as they had taken to him. But 
if the man Rousseau was to suffer from this, the work of 
Rousseau on the other hand was to conquer an empire more 
vast than the court and the city, and transform the ways of 
feeling for a whole century. 
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3. L'Emitage 

In 17^6 Madame d’Epinay offered to have fixed up for 
him a gardener’s cottage that she owned in Montmorency. 
The property was called I'Ermitage As he loathed the city, 
here was an occasion for him to become a real hermit He 
accepted, but he did not go alone There was a woman m his 
life. Th^r^e Le Vasseur. He had met her m an inn where 
she was a sewmg-maid. He had been struck by her modest 
demeanour, by her warmth and gentleness A bond was 
quickly established 

T declared to her in advance that I would not abandon 
her, nor would I ever marry her Love, esteem, naive sin- 
cerity were the ministers of her triumph and it was because 
her heart was tender and true that I was successful without 
bemg forward I had only sought to obtam a little amuse- 
ment ; I saw that I had done better than this and that I had 
provided myself with a compianion . I wished to cultivate 
her mind My efforts were wasted Her mind is what nature 
had made it Cultivation and training make no impression 
upon It.’ 

Thus he found in Th^r^se a companion for the body and 
for the heart, but not for the mind One can imagine him 
durmg those first days m Montmorency, drunk with the 
country air, meditatmg m the loveliest season of the year, 
m the month of June, in the cool green groves, with the 
song of the nightmgales, the babblmg of the brooks; 

‘Everythmg conspired to plunge me back mto the too 
seductive mdolence for which I was bom, but from which 
the hard times recently brought upon me by a long effer- 
vescence should have delivered me foreven’ 
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And so, free to roam in these lovely surroundings, he 
began to dream, and his reveries quite naturally found the 
path to love. What had he known of love? Small adventures 
and great feelings He still remembered with emotion two 
charming young Swiss girls with whom one day, in his 
childhood, he had taken the most innocent walk. . . . 
Naturally, Madame de Warens, the woman who sinned 
through virtue . No doubt also a Madame de Lamage, 
who had overcome Jean -Jacques’ timidity by takmg the 
offensive herself . And this was almost his whole love- 
past. He was timid, naive, but exacting. Dressmakers, 
chamber maids, little shop-women, scarcely tempted him. 

‘I had to have young ladies. It is by no means the vanity 
of social class or rank that attracts me It is a better pre- 
served complexion, lovelier hands, a more gracious manner 
of speech, a finer and better made dress, a more damty 
shoe, ribbons, lace, better groomed hair. ... I always 
prefer the less pretty one having more of all this. I myself 
find this preference quite ridiculous, but my heart com- 
mands me in spite of myself ’ 

His mind sroffs at society women his desires go out only 
to them Now who are the women he knows intimately? 
Madame d’Epmay? He thmks he does not attract her. 
Besides, she is Grimm’s mistress. And then he does not 
actually want a real mistress j ‘One is onl y happy before one 
IS happy.! In his dreams at lEnnltage he imagmes all the 
^featarS who have aroused emotion in him in his youth 
gathered around him, and he finds himself thus surroimded 
by a harem of former acquamtances. 

‘My blood kindles and sparkles, my head spins m spite 
my graymg jjair, and behold the austere Jean-Jacques, at 
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the age of nearly forty-five, suddenly become the extrava- 
gant shepherd agam.’ 

This intoxication is not sufficient to inspire him with the 
desire really to fall in love agaui • 

‘I feel too keenly the ridicule that an old gallant invites 
upion himself I was not the kind of man who becomes more 
comely in his declme, having been little enough favoured 
in my younger years Besides, being fond of tranquillity, 
I should have feared domestic storms, and I loved my Therese 
too sincerely to expose her to the humiliation of seeing me 
feel livelier passions for others than those with which she 
inspired me ’ 

What he wishes is a reverie, and, as often happens to 
artists, this reverie soon assumes a constant form, that is to 
say, It becomes a work of art 

T conceived love, friendship, those two idols of my heart, 
in their most ravishing images I found myself adorning them 
with all the charms of the sex I had always adored 1 
imagined two friends, women rather than men, because 
this IS more rarely to be found I endowed them with two 
characters that were analogous but different, with two faces, 
not perfect but to my taste f made the one a brunette, the 
other a blonde, the one animated and the other composed 
Taken with my two charmmg models, I identified myself 
with the lover and the friend as much as it was possible for 
me to do 1 made him comely and young, giving him more- 
over the virtues and the defects that I felt in myself ’ 
Finally, he seeks a setting for this dream For some time 
he thinks of the Borromean Islands which he knows slightly, 
then of the valleys of Thessaly which he has never seen , he 
ends by choosing Lake Geneva, on whose^shores he was 
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bom, and he sets up his two imaginary beauties in Vevey. 
For his own pleasure he makes his characters hold dialogues 
and he writes some of their letters— scattered letters, but 
which he was later to use. At the point he has reached he 
has to draw up a plot and find a title for his novel. 


4 ‘La NoureJIe Heloise' 

The title is The New Heloise Why'' Because the story he 
IS going to try to write is, like the adventure of Heloise 
and Abelard, that of a tutor who falls in love with the young 
girl entrusted to him Thus Samt-Preux, a lass timid 
Rousseau, is a tutor at Monsieur d’Etanges’, a Swiss noble- 
man He falls in love with Julia, the latter’s daughter, and 
confesses his love in a letter The novel opens with Saint- 
Preux’s declaration to Julia Samt-Preux, like Rousseau, 
IS a sentimentalist, he asks for nothing He simply wants 
to tell Julia that 'her charms have dazzled his eyes ’ 

‘And why may 1 not suppose the same concord m our 
hearts, which m our judgment is so strikingly apparent’ 
Sometimes it happens that our eyes meet , involuntary sighs 
betray our feelings, tears steal from . . O' my Julia' 
if this unison of souls should be a divine impulse — if heaven 
should have destined usi . . . Shall I tell you, without 
evasion ? When we are engaged m the puerile amusements 
of these long evenings, you cruelly permit me, m the 
presence of the whole family, to mcrease a flame that is 
but already too violent. . . . Even yesterday you almost 
suffered me, as a forfeit, to take a kiss ... I perceived by 
my increasmg palpjtation, that I was rushing upon my ruin. 
Mid therefore popped in time. Ah' if at least I had dared 
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to indulge my mclmation, that kiss would have been accom- 
panied vyith my last sigh, and I should have died the happiest 
of mortals. . . 

Barely has he wntten his letter when he regrets it; 

‘A hundred times a day I am tempted to throw myself 
at your feet, bathe them with my tears . But a sudden 
terror damps my resolution; my trembling knees want 
power to bend , my words expire upon my lips ’ 

Does she wish him to leave? He will go. This suggestion 
draws forth Julia’s first letter 

‘Be not too positive in your opinion that your absence 
IS become necessary A virtuous heart would overcome its 
folly, or be silent, and thus might become, perhaps, too 
formidable. . . . But you — and yet you may stay ’ 

Answer. 

‘I was a long time silent your cold indifference forced 
me to speak at last . I must be gone ’ 

Julia’s second letter 

‘No, Sir . A man, such as you feign yourself, will not 
fly, he will do more ’ (Which is an invitation to suicide.) 

‘Tomorrow you will be satisfied, and notwithstanding 
what you may then say ’ (That is to say, ‘I shall kill myself, 
and this is much less painful than to fly from you.’) 

Whereupon there is a third letter from Julia: 

‘Foolish youth! if my life be dear to thee, attempt not 
thy own!’ immediately followed by a fourth ‘Must 1 then, 
at last, confess the fatal, the ill -disguised secret! How often 
have I sworn that it should never burst from my heart but 
with my life ' Thy danger wrests it from me It b gone, and 
my honour is lost forever. . .’ 

Honour. . , . For though they are passionately in love. 
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both want above all to remain virtuous Julia wishes Saint- 
^reux not to leave her, but demands that he respecb her 
‘Thou shalt be virtuous, or be despised, I will be re- 
spected, or be myself again.’ 

( ‘Celestial powers I’ cries Saint-Preux ‘I possessed a soul 
apable of affliction, O inspire me with one that can bear 
ehci^' . . . Your person will always appear to me, not 
inly the most beautiful, but the most sacred deposit with 
which mortal was ever mtrusted. My passion, like its object, 
IS unalterably pure The horrid idea of incest does not shock 
me more than the thought of polluting your heavenly 
charms with a sacrilegious touch you are not ntore m-^ 
violably safe with your own parent than with your lover ’ 
For the novel to develop, these heroes must have con- 
fidants Whence a cousin of Julia’s, Clara, and a friend of 
Samt-Preux’s, who bears the strange name of Mylord 
Edward For being virtuous one is no less a man, and Julia, 
even though she wants to be respected, subjects her un- 
happy lover to very curious temptations She makes a 
rendezvous with him in a grove, where, with Clara, she 
waits for him This is the famous scene of Julia’s Kiss. 

‘Soon as we entered, I was surprised to see your cousin 
approach me, and with an affected air of humility, ask me 
for a kiss. Without comprehendmg the mystery, I com- 
plied with her request, and, charming as she is, I never 
could have had a more convmcmg proof of the lasipidity 
of those sen^tions which proceed not from the heart. But 
what becam^f me a moment after when I felt — my hand 
trembles — a^eaitle tremor — thy rose lips — my Julia’s lip 
touch, pressed to mine, and myself within her armsl 
Qi^i^ervdian lightning a sudden fire darted through my 



64 Seven Faces Love 

soul. The fire issued with our sighs from our burning lips, 
and my heart sank down oppressed with insupportablCi 
delight When all at once, I perceived your colour change, 
your eyes close, you leant upon your cousin, and £unted 
away Then fear extinguished all my joy, and my happiness 
vanished like a shadow I scarce know anything that has 
passed since that fatal moment The impression it has made 
on my heart will never be effaced A favour? — it is an 
extreme torment — No, keep thy kisses, I cannot bear them 
— they are too bitter, too penetrating, they pierce, they 
bum to the marrow . . They would drive me to madness ’ 
These ‘bitter kisses’ of Julia’s aroused the mocking verve 
of Voltaire who, belonging to another generation, still 
regards love merely as a game 

In order to regain his calm, Saint-Preux has to travel. 
During his absence Julia’s father gives her to understand that 
he will never allow her to marry a man who is not of good 
birth But on Saint-Preux’s return, Julia becomes his mistress 
and immediately is overwhelmed with remorse 

‘Inhuman as he is, let him fly from me forever, and deny 
himself the savage pleasure of being an eye-witness to my 
sorrows But why do I rave thus? He is not to be blamed, 

I alone am guilty. I alone am the author of my own mis- 
fortunes, and can blame only myself for what has hap- 
pened . .’ 

Mylord Edward tries to convert Monsieur d’Etanges to 
the mamage, but m vain Saint-Preux must leave Switzer- 
land, he goes to Paris Alas! Madame d’Etanges discovers 
the letters which he continues to write to Ji^a. 

‘All IS lost! All IS discovered' I no longer find your letters 
in the spot where I had hidden them, Thdy were there still 
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last evening They can have been removed only today My 
modier alone can have discovered them If my father sees 
them, my life is done for' . . 

Such are the two first parts of The New Hdloise Rousseau 
carried these letters in his portfolio , he would read them 
to Therese and to her mother, Madame Le Vasseur, and 
they both wept over them The author considered his novel 
finished and his two lovers forever separated, when a real 
episode occurred that gave the imaginary story a new span 
And this is one of the examples in which one can perceive 
most clearly the curious collaboration of life and the novel, 
of imagination and reality. # 


j Madame d'Houdetot 

Madame d’Epmay had a sister-m-law, Madame d’Hou- 
detot, who like io many women m the eighteenth century 
did not love her husband, but was the mistress of Saint- 
Lambert, the officer-poet, Madame du Chatelet’s lover 

‘Madame d’Houdetot,’ Rousseau tells us m the Confes- 
sions, ‘was nearmg thirty and was not beautiful. Her face 
was marked with smallpox , her complexion lacked delicacy , 
she was near-sighted and had slightly ^Jging eyes, but a 
youthful look for all that, and her manner, at once animated 
and gentle, was caressing. She had a forest of long black 
hair, naturally wavy, that reached down to her knees. She 
had a natural and very agreeable turn of mmd , she played 
the harpischord, she danced well, wrote rather pretty 
verses. As for her character, it was angelic , its essence was 
the gentleness of her soul. Except prudence and strength. 
It combmed all ^e virtues,’ 
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This is a charming portrait. Now circumstances will that 
Rousseau’s romantic fancy should attach itself to this woman. 
One day she drops in on him, during a rainstorm, all wet 
and muddy Ther^se lends her some clothes Another time 
she arrives on horseback, dressed as a man, 

‘Although I do not much care for such disguise,’ says 
Rousseau, ‘something romantic about this one caught me, 
and this time it was love.’ 

Why did she keep coming back? Was it in order to 
inflame Rousseau’ Not at all, though she must have taken 
a certain pleasure in seducing a man who was her sister- 
in-law d’Epmay’s debtor and, m a sense, her property The 
fact IS that she came on the advice of Samt-Lambert, who 
knew Rousseau and had asked his mistress to go and see 
k Solitaire from time to time She knew that Rousseau knew 
of her liaison with Samt-Lambert, she could speak to him 
without any embarrassment about her loves It was natural 
that she should enjoy his company But le Sentimental had 
not reckoned with his emotions 

‘I was drunk with a love that had no object, this mtoxi- 
cation fascmated my eyes I saw my Julia in Madame 
d’Houdetot, and soon I saw only Madame d’Houdetot, but 
endowed with all the perfections with which 1 had endowed 
the idol of my novel To complete my undomg, when she 
spoke of Samt-Lambert it was as a passionate lover. Such 
IS the contagious force of love that m listenmg to her I was 
seized with a delightful tremor that I had never felt m the 
presence of anyone. In short, without my noticmg it, and 
without her noticmg it, she mspired in me for herself all 
that she expressed for her lover ’ 

^Although deeply m love with Madame d’Houdetot. 
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Rousseau is firmly resolved not to deceive his friend Saint- 
Lambert, and considers himself ridiculous besides for being 
afraid of succeeding in this. 

‘Am I then for Madame d’Houdetot a gallant much to 
be feared? Would one not think, by my presumptuous 
remorse, that my attentions might seduce her? Ah, poor 
Jean-Jacques I love to your heart’s content and in the 
security of your conscience, and have no fear that your 
sighs will do Samt-Lambert injustice ’ 

So, without fear, without remorse, he gives himself over 
to Madame d’Houdetot’s friendship She, like himself, is 
fond of taking walks , they take very long ones, m a land 
of enchantment The women of the eighteenth century 
gladly granted small favours to the humblest aspirant. 

‘One evenmg, after having had supper alone together, 
we went walkmg in the garden in the beautiful moonlight 
At the end of this garden was a fair-sized copse_where we 
sought out a pretty grove— oh, undying memory of inno- 
cence and delight' It was in this grove while sitting with 
her on a grassy bank under an acacia laden with blooms that 
I discovered a language to express the impulses of my heart 
really worthy of them. It was the first and only time m my 
life, but I became sublime, if one can qualify thus all that 
the tenderest and most ardent love can convey that is most 
lovable and seductive to a man’s heart What mtoxicatmg 
tears I shed upon her knees! And the tears 1 made her shed 
m spite of herself' At last, m an involuntary rapture, sh# 
cried, 

‘ ‘T'lo 1 Never was a man so lovable, and never did a man 
love as you do! But your friend Saint-Lambert is listeiung 
to you, and my h^rt would not love twice. . 
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‘I sighed and fell silent I kissed her. What embraces' For 
SIX months she had lived alone, that is to say far from her 
lover, and from her husband For three months I had seen 
her almost every day, and always with Love as a third party 
between her and me We had supped together, we were 
alone in a grove, in the moonlight, and after two hours of 
the most animated and tender tSte-a-tete she came away in 
the dark of night from that grove, and from the arms of her 
friend, as intact, as pure in body and in heart as she had 
entered it! Oh, reader, weigh ail these circumstances I shall 
add nothmg more ’ 

All this (which already anticipates Stendhal) very much 
resembled a situation in The New Heloise, and undoubtedly 
Rousseau’s regard for Samt-Lambert, and the virtue of all 
the actors in this strange comedy, remained unimpeachable 
But such is not the opinion of the spectators. Madame 
d’Epinay, jealous of her sister-in-law, seemed annoyed and 
even furious. Ther^se Le Vasseur and Samt-Lambert both 
received revealing letters The two of them vented their 
anger on Rousseau, who accused Madame d’Epinay of indis- 
cretion and had violent quarrels with her After this he could 
not continue to live at TErmuage To him this was but new 
proof of the perfidy of ail society 

Deprived of Madame d’Houdetot, whom he no longer 
sees since he no longer lives near her, and to whom he 
continues to write bummg letters, he conceives the dream 
bf livmg with her and Saint-Lambert, and the latter does 
not seem hostile to this extravagant plan. 

‘Her (Madame d’Houdetot’s) feelmgs toward you have 
not changed,’ Samt-Lambert writes to Rousseau ‘She loves 
you, honours you ; it was I who brought*you together and 



Julia or the New Hdlolse 




6 ^ 


this IS certainly not a matter for which I reproach myself. 
There is a constant desire m my heart to unite ar*d brmg 
together what I love and esteem most. I have always had 
a charmmg picture of spendmg my life between her and 
you, if we could induce you to live with her ’ 

This, on the plane of the novel, is the source of the idea 
of marrymg off Julia to a man as estimable as Samt-Lambert, 
and of bringmg Saint-Preux mto the household In point of 
fact, the situations in reality and in the novel are different, 
for Rousseau is to Madame d’Houdetot a quite harmless 
friend, while Saint-Preux has been Julia’s lover But Saint- 
Preux releases Julia of the vow she had made rffever to 
become the wife of another, and to obey her father she 
consents to marry Monsieur de Wolmar, a cold and reason- 
able man who is older than she, while Saint-Preux makes 
a trip around the world. When he comes back, after six 
years, he is received at the Wolmars’ and Rousseau takes 
relish in describing the happiness of a virtuous family leading 
a simple and natural life far from great cities This is the 
best part of The New Heloiie, 


Julia’s first conversation with Saint-Preux is attended with 
difficulties At the moment when she tries to justify herself 
and to explam her marriage. Monsieur de Wolmar enters 
the room. 

‘What confounded me was, that she proceeded in the 
same manner as if he had not been there. He could not 
forbear srmlmg, on discovering my astonishment After she 
concluded, he said “You see an instance of the smcerity 
which reigns m this house If you mean to be virtuous, leam 
to copy It. It IS *he only request I have to make, an^the 
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only lesson I would teach you. The first step towards vice, 
is to nudce a mystery of actions innocent in themselves, and 
whoever is fond of disguise, will sooner or later have reason 
I to conceal himself. One moral precept may supply the place 
! of all the rest, which is this neither to say or do anything, 

‘ which you would not have all the world see and hear.” ’ 

Everythmg that Samt-Preux discovers fills him with 
greater admiration for Wolmar’s and Julia’s wisdom There 
is a famous letter on servants and the way to treat them, 
a fine description also of the garden that Julia has made for 
herself and that she calls L'Ejysee But the calmness of their 
hearts iS only apparent, and when Julia and Samt-Preux go 
for a boat-nde together it is not without melancholy that 
they thmk of the past. 

'The equal and measured sound of the oars threw me into 
a revene. The lively chirping of the ^n^es, recalling to my 
mmd the pleasures of a past period, saddened me By degrees 
I found the melancholy which oppressed me mcrease A 
serene sky, the mild reflection of the moon, the silver froth 
of the water which sparkled around us, the concurrence 
of agreeable sensations, even the presence of the beloved 
object herself, could not banish a thousand bitter reflections 
from my mmd ’ 

In us, who have read Chateaubriand’s Memoirs from heyoni 
the Grave, Victor Hugo’s The Sadness of Olympic and Lamar- 
tme’s The Lake, this note awakens familiar resonances; to 
the eighteenth-century readers it appeared as a prodigy of 
smeerity, of passion and of freshness. 

The novel ends with a fifth and a sixth part. Julia dies, 
advismg Samt-Preux to marry Clara. She refuses. Saint- 
Preux and Clara wUl live on the memory ®f Julia, and brmg 
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up the dead woman’s children. Although these condluding 
parts are less successful, the fact remains that The New 
Hiloise was the most moving, the most ‘novel,’ novel of 
the time The maimer might appear high-flown, but the 
emotions were true , the proof of this is that they affected 
a whole people. 


6 


How do the passions of love, as they are described in The 
New Heloise, differ from heroic love as we have studied it 
in The Princess oj CIeves'> Sens ibility has become m«re mti-l 
^^mate. It is no longer the privilege of heroes. ' 

I It IS put within reach of all 

For Rousseau’s characters are not heroes Their natures 
are more susceptible than those of Madame de La Fayette’s 
characters. The form itself is proof of this However tense 
the situations in which they are mvolved, Madame de Cloves 
and her husband preserve a firm language, and if they die 
of gnef they still mamtam their dignity. Saint-Preux and 
Julia blend sighs and tears with their utterances When they 
are moved, their sentences are broken by sobs, exclamations 
and mvocations It is as if language, instead of imposing its 
rules on their thoughts, is moulded to the impulses of their 
souls. 


It IS true that m the two novels the characters, mstead of 
abandonmg themselves to their desires, as those of so many 
modem novels would do, try to struggle. But m the case of 
Madame de Cloves the check is honour; m Julia’s it is 
‘virtue.’ It would seem that the first is much stronger than 
die second. Mad^e de Cloves remauis irreproachable. Julia, 
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at the' first attack, not only succumbs but encourages her 
lover If»one compares the scene m the park of Coulommiers 
with that m the grove of Vevey the contrast is striking. 
Madame de Cleves does not know that she is seen by the 
one who loves her, and everything transpires in the realm 
of reverie Julia herself invites her lover and offers him the 
kiss which he dares not ask for 1 do not speak of the men. 
Samt-Preux is a weak, or as Stendhal says, a rather con- 
temptible fellow, while Cleves and Nemours are heroes. 

But if we do not find, in these men and these women, 
the modesty of the great classics, neither do we find the 
naturalness of /Wanon,'^here passionate love did not awaken 
remorse, where the characters abandoned themselves to 
their desires without experiencing any moral sense In 
RouMeau,.the idea of virtue is always present What is tfiis 
virtuei -^It-w ‘-the innate sense of domg right.’ JCas the 
natural or the divine law (for Rousseau these are-one and 
the_same thing) 

He_l^heves that man, if he can freely question hi^on- 
science, will without effort find the dmne law. Why does 
he not follow it? Because society turns him away fipm 
It. It IS only wHeh‘~JuIia and Wolmar have chosen to live 
in the country that they can hve accordmg to nature — 
hence accordmg to Virtue 

But IS It true that men, freed from social temptations, 
are naturally virtuous? Are Rousseau’s characters, a Wol- 
mar, a Julia, quite human ^ I think Rousseau would have 
answered that they are much more human than the hypo- 
crite or the libertine whom other authors of fiction depicted 
at the time ‘Never,’ he says, ‘will La Rochefoucauld’s 

melancholy book be enjoyed by good people.’ 

V 
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And, on re-readmg The New Helolse, he has this to^say 

‘Having finished re-reading this collection, I believe I 
can see why its interest, however feeble, is so agreeable to 
me, as it will be, I am convinced, to every well-disposed 
reader it is because this feeble interest is pure and un- 
mixed with pain, because it is not aroused by means of 
villainies or crimes, nor mingled with the torment of 
hatred I am at a loss to conceive what pleasure is to be 
found in imagining and composing the character of a 
scoundrel, in putting oneself in his place while one repre- 
sents him in setting him oflF m the most imposmg light. I 
feel very sorry for the authors of so many tragedias full of 
horrors As for myself, I am quite ready to admire their 
fine talents and their genius, but 1 thank God that he has 
not given these to me ’ 

He IS right Good people exist They scarcely appear m 
novels, because of the fear that they may bore readers, and 
because we all have a justified horror of hypocrisy But good 
people are not necessarily boring. Monseigneur Myriel, m 
Les Misirables, Eugenie and Madame Grandet do not bore us. 
Far from it False virtue is boring, not real virtue, which 
engenders serenity and joy Virtue, to be lovable, needed 
only to have talent on its side. Rousseau put his heart mto 
It and gave it victory. 


7 

The book’s success was prodigious It appeared at the 
opening of tlie Carnival. 

‘A pedlar brought it to Madame la Princesse de Talmont 
on a day when there was to be a ball at the Opera After 
supper she had j^erself dressed to attend it. While waiting 
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till it ^as time to leave, she began to read the novel At 
midniglv; they came to announce that her horses were 
ready. . She continued to read Then her servants, seeing 
that she was forgetful, came to notify her that it was two 
o’clock 

‘ “There’s no hurry,” she said and continued to read 

‘Some time later, her watch having stopped, she rang 
to find out what time it was She was told that it was four 
o’clock. 

‘ “It’s too late,” she said, “to go to the ball Have my 
horses put away. . . ” 

‘She h"ad herself undressed and spent the rest of the night 
readmg. ’ 

All the women, and many young men, read The hlew 
Heloise with the same fervour The critics were more severe 
Voltaire made fun of the style and tned to pass Rousseau 
off as a pretentious ignoramus, but the sentences that he 
makes fun of do not offend us 

On the subject itself Voltaire is equally sarcastic. 

‘The principal character,’ he says, ‘is a kind of Swiss 
valet who has studied a little and who teaches what he 
knows to Julia, the daughter of a Baron of the country of 
Vaud . . . The young valet sfiouts the morality of Epictetus 
to Julia and talks to her of love. Julia gives her teacher a 
long and very bitter kiss about which he does a good deal of 
complaining, and the next day the teacher gets his pupil 
with child. The ladies might suppose this t& be the con- 
clusion of the novel. But here, gentlemen, is the delicate 
plot, here is the wonderful philosophy, that enable this 
novel to go on for another five entire volumes after the 
conclusion. . . .’ 
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And Voltaire describes Wolmar saying to Saint-Pnbux: 

' “ You have been my wife’s lover; you will always be 
her good friend, but you will ako want to be mine. We shall 
live together, all three of us, like good Swiss citizens, like ' 
good relatives, as though nothing had happened, and you 
can count on it that this little life will be a model of 
philosophy and of happmess.” ’ 

Which is amusing, but unfair 

But if the critics were mockmg and disdainful, the book’s 
success was to be lasting Almost all the men, not only of 
the eighteenth century, but of the beginnmg of the nme- 
teenth, were moulded by Rousseau That master of tender- 
ness and of sentimental reverie taught Napoleon, perhaps 
Goethe, and even Stendhal, how to love. Because he praised 
virtue he becomes a spiritual guide Because he loved nature 
he teaches men the love of country life, the desire for a 
simple life His sensibility, which was much more acute 
than that of a normal man, mdeed almost pathological, 
becomes the rule and the model for several generations In 
this sense it may be said that he was responsible for certam 
extremes of the Revolution, although rather by contagion 
than by influence. 

And we ourselves, who scarcely read him and who miss 
a great deal m not so domg, what do we owe him? Has 
he transformed our way of love? He surely has. Jacques 
de Lacretelle — ^who, in a preface to the Reveries oj a Solltaiy 
Wanderer — has wntten some of the most beautiful pages 
inspired by Jean-Jacques — rightly recalk that before him 
men did not dream of mingling nature with their feelings. 

‘Did trees and grass exist before Rousseau? One couli^ 
almost say theyidid not. . . . Samte-Beuve calls att^tion 
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to the^act that the first swallow m our literature is to be 
found i»the Confessions, This is not quite exact. La Fontaine 
and Madame de Sevigne did see one or two ’ And I add, the 
poets of the Plitade But Sainte-Beuve is right m declanng 

that no one before Rousseau had written 

‘Smee 1 had been in Bossey, it was the first time I had 
seen greenness before my windows 

‘Now consider,’ says Lacretelle, ‘all the shades that have 
come from that greenness.’ 

It seems to us today so natural to associate the memory 
of the birth of an emotion with that of a night walk in the 
woods, br that of the autumn of a passion with a walk in 
October m a park with yellowing leaves, that we forget 
that over a long period men had lost the habit of inter- 
weavmg the poetry of things with that of the heart Proust 
may seem very far removed from Rousseau, but had it not 
been for him, would he have tliought of making the de- 
sctt^tvQct q£ the hed^e of hawthotm eoutetde wvth the httt 
appearance of Gilberte Swann’ 

The history of sentiments, like that of political events, 
is not. simple. The currents mingle, vanish, and nothing 
would be more erroneous than to say, ‘After a period of 
licence and of fnvolous love, the eighteenth century 
adopted the passionate lyricism, the combination of sen- 
suous delight and of virtue which constituted love a -la 
Rousseau ’ That there w^re libertines after Rousseau as before 
him is proved by Laclos’ fine book. Dangerous Relations, 
which appeared in 1782. 
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LOVE AS WARFARE 
Dangerous Relations 
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* 7 he New Helolse is one of the aspects of love in the 
eighteenth century, Dangerous Relations (Les Liaisons Dan- 
gereuses) is another Rousseau, a romantic, runs away from 
his time and pictures love as he would wish it; Laclos, a 
realist, observes his time and pictures love as he sees it. 
Truth to tell, he depicts it in a very restricted esivironment 
which IS aristocratic society It is a world m which men 
and women enjoy leisure, m which the necessity for earning 
a livmg IS unknown, in which the game of politics that fills 
so large a place in the life of modem man is forbidden, m 
which the so-called ‘rulmg’ classes have nothing to rule. 
VftaV •sWA ■OTftji'aj '«Wtv Vaa visAVivng Vc> wsA, -sna.k.t 

love? Love then becomes a game, like chess, in which pos- 
session is equivalent to a check-mate After which each one 
seeks a different partner and tries out the same gangjuts all 
pver again. It is monotonous, melancholy, often cruel ‘But 
what do you expect’’ the author seems to say, ‘that is 
how men are.’ 


I . The Author 

Who was this author? General Choderlos de Laclos. But 
he became a general only late in his career. At the time 
when he wrote his famous novel (1782) he was still a 
su baltern stationed in the provinces In Grenoble, which 

~~ 79 
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was thV best gamson m France for society and amusement, 
the local nobility had taken some notice of this tall and 
lean young man with his pale complexion, his blue eyes, his 
fiery, sensitive soul He was a passionate admirer of Rousseau 
and also of Richardson He had read and re-read Clarissa 
Harlowe , it was partly in order to create a French Lovelace 
that he wrote Dangerous Relations 

Was he himself a Don Juan? It seems not. One of his 
biographers tells us that just as Stendhal waged war in the 
Commissariat, so Laclos made love m the Information 
Bureau He liked to talk to ladies and receive their con- 
fidences* Women confide more readily in those non-com- 
batant observers than in the great love-conquerors Henry 
James and Marcel Proust both had a mad craving for gossip. 
It is of small gossip, m fact, that great novels are sometimes 
made. An anecdote becomes the point of departure for a 
scene, for a chapter Later on the people of Grenoble were 
to recognize, or think they recognized, some of the charac- 
ters of Dangerous Relations and help to make the book a 
success. 

The picture of French society which Laclos presents is 
very harsh. ‘One of the greatest defects of novels of this 
kind,’ says La Harpe, ‘is that they pass off the story of a 
handful of fops and whores as representative of the marcs 
of the century ’ Nothing is truer, especially in France. 
Between the two wars, from 1920 to 1940, we saw in Paris 
a small group of thirty or forty people fill the whole scan- 
dalous chronicle with their a rtforous pornuraj ^ipna The rest 
of the nation led normal, affectionate family lives, but led 
them without fanfare, while the little group of cynics filled 
the gazettes with the reverberations of the;r adventures. 
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ThejjQveligt is more_mcJined to write about th^pre** 
titute thaivjiboiit the saint The events m the life/of the 
former are more numerous Besides, m the eighteenth cen- 
tury a man like Laclos, m describing ‘high society,’ had 
a tendency to exaggerate its dark side The Revolution was 
already sgoouldering beneath the ashes of the bourgeoisie 
A poor officer like himself had bitter grudges against the 
great noblemen Dangerous Relations is, m a sense, in novel 
form what The Marriage of Figaro is on the stage a pamphlet 
agamst the depraved nohility Not that a word of politics 
IS to be found m it, but it is a documentary mdictment m 
the file of the class that the Revolution will attack. 

Like The Marriage of Figaro, the book created a furore 
among those very people agamst whom it was aimed Every- 
one, m Paris and in Versailles, wanted to know the author. 
His Colonel became concerned An officer who was a 
novelist and a libertine This did not look too well. 
But Laclos was an excellent artilleryman, and the novel got 
by on the strength of his proficiency with cannon Although 
the characters had been observed m Grenoble, people of 
taste recognized the book as the work of a morahst and 
the characters as timeless Of this the author himself was 
{conscious ‘1 have prefeired,’ he tells us, ‘drapery that I 
^ould keep before my eyes, the experienced man easily 
'strips the model and recognizes the nude ’ Valmont and 
Madame de Merteuil are types as much as, even more than, 
they are portraits. 

The strange thing is that this successful author, after one 
triumph, wrote nothing else Artillery won the day, and 
love. For the creator of Valmont married and became the 
happiest, the fondest of husbands We have his letters t8“ 
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his Wife, whose maiden name was Soulange-Duperre, and 
I who w<« the sister of the Admiral of France ‘For nearly 
^ftwelve years it is to you that I owe my happiness,’ he writes 
i her. ‘The past is the guarantee of the future ’ — ‘I am glad 
to see that at last you feel you are loved, but allow me to 
tell you that for the last twelve years you can have had no 
occasion to doubt it. ’ He praises her for being ‘an adorable 
mistress, an excellent wife and a tender mother ’ Is she 
getting fat? ‘The more there is of you, the better it is.’ 
And this IS not a case of an agemg bon, smce this exclusive 
passion has lasted for twenty years. 

In hi? old age, after the Revolution, in the course of which 
he had been an agent for the Dukes of Orleans, Laclos 
thought of wntmg another novel to prove ‘that there is no 
happmess outside of the family ’ Andre Gide rejoices that 
this project was not carried through, and does not believe 
for a moment that Laclos, agent of mysterious mtrigues and 
cynical novelist, can smcerely have loved virtue. ‘There is 
no doubt,’ says Gide, ‘that Laclos was hand in glove with 
Satan.’ After having read his letters, I am not quite so sure. 
But that he knew Satan well and that he painted admirably 
the hell of love-as-pleasure is proved by the reading of his 
only book. 


2, The Book 

Dangerous Relations is a novel m the form of letters. This 
IS a somewhat artificial form, for after all the essential part 
of life IS not put mto letters, but it is a convenient form, 
because it always allows speaking m the first person (which 
is technically easier) while entermg thq consciousness of 
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diverse characters Laclos congratulates himself jln the 
variety of styles which he lends to his character This 
variety does not strike us so much and all of them — or 
almost all — are too clever I t is tr ue tbatja the eighteendl 
century e very one^ m this circle, was clever_, and the 
chit of a yraman m those days would make more than oQe 
writer of our time turn extremely pale with admimion and^ 
envy Laclos writes extremely well, in that pure and abstract 
language that is so appropriate to the analysis of sentiment, 
which La Rochefoucauld, Madame de La Fayette, La 
Bruy^re and Pascal had moulded Gide in this connection 
brings up the name of Racme and it is a fact that one thinks 
of Racine more than once m readmg Dangerous Relations 

The chief characters are: The Vicomte de Valmont, a 
professional Don Juan, expert and diabolical, the Mar- 
quise de Merteuil, who is a feminme double of the same 
character and even more diabolical than Valmont, the 
Presidente de Tourvel, a beautiful commoner, devout and 
prudish; C^cile de Volanges, a naive young girl, just freshly 
out of the convent, whom her mother would like to marry 
off as soon as possible to the Comte de Gercourt, but who 
loves the young Chevalier Danceny, this Chevalier finally, 
a mere child, who loves Cecile, but whom Madame de 
Merteuil, without loving him, has as a lover Cecile’s 
mother and a few confidants make up the mmor characters. 

The plot is intricate, for if the book has but one subject, 
which IS the danger of certain relations, these relations 
themselves are numerous and curiously involved To begin, 
with, it happens that Gercourt, whom the young C^cile is 
to irtarry, has been Madame de Merteuil’s lover and has 
betrayed her in a/nanner which she has never forgiven Inm. 
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Madai^ie de Merteuil, a pitiless woman, desires vengeance 
In order to obtain it she turns to Valmont, who has also 
been her lover, but who has remained her friend and accom- 
plice. Between Valmont and Madame de Merteuil there is 
no vam hypocrisy. Both of them are cynics , they have had 
pleasure together , perhaps they will have it again , all with- 
out love They work together for certain operations, as 
bandits may do, without mutual confidence but with 
professional esteem for each other 

‘You know,’ she writes to Valmont, ‘how much store 
Gercourt sets by the purity of the woman he will marry 
Seduce > the Volanges girl before the marriage and let us 
make a fool of our enemy . Besides, the heroine de- 
serves all your attentions , she is really pretty — ^)ust fifteen 
a real rose-bud ’ 

Valmont at first displays little zeal Seduce a girl who 
has not seen anythmg, who does not know anything? Is 
this an enterprise worthy of a man like him? 

‘No,’ he answers Madame de Merteuil ‘I am involved 
in an affair whose success will brmg me both glory and 
pleasure . You know the Presidente Tourvel, her 
'devoutness, her love for her husband, her austere prin- 
ciples That is what I am attacking , this is an enemy worthy 
of me , this is the goal I plan to pursue ’ 

At this moment he is in the country, in a chateau, with 
an aunt of the President’s wife, where the latter is also 
staymg, and the siege of the devout woman completely 
absorbs him. 

Madame de Merteuil is indignant. A Valmont at the feet 
of the Pr^idente Tourvel, of that woman completely devoid 
6T charm, laughably got up. On her sidf the Pr^idenle 
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receives letters m which she is warned against Vsdmont, 
but she defends him with a warmth which alreadymetrays 
her interest; 

‘He speaks to me with great confidence, and I preach 
to him with great seventy You who know him will agree 
how splendid it would be to convert him . What I can 
assure you is that being constantly with me, seeming even 
to enjoy my company, he has not let escape a smgle word 
that resembles love He is perhaps a little flattermg, 

but with such delicacy that he would accustom modesty 
Itself to praise ’ 

Devil assumes the garb of a hermit^ he can 
teach lessons to saints 

The three plots interweave Danceny, separated from 
Cecile, entrusts Valmont with delivering his letters to her 
At this point the conquest of Cecile begins to interest 
Valmont Betraying a friend lends spice to the seduction 
of an innocent girl Using the pretext that he finds it diffi- 
cult to deliver the letters to her m broad daylight, Valmont 
obtams from Cecile the key to her room He comes there 
one night, very scantily clad, sits down on the girl’s bed, 
steals a kiss, then much more, and he finds himself the lover 
of a charmmg girl, whose heart remains faithful to Danceny, 
whose body belongs to Valmont and who, with a natural 
unconsciousness, with a candid duplicity, accepts this 
strange sharmg Each night from then on she happily wel- 
comes Valmount, who methodically depraves her, and each 
day she writes Danceny letters full of tenderness 

This success does not prevent Valmont from pursuing 
the conquest of the Presidente He has reached the jxiiiit 
of speaking to her of love, of makmg her listen. Foi^9*' 
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inome»t she recovers herself and tries to escape him by 
taking kight. Resistance then exasperates desire. 

‘Now I shall never be happy or content until I have 
possessed that woman whom I hate and love with equal 
fury My fate will become endurable to me only the 
moment I can dispose of hers Then, tranquil and content, 
I shall see her in turn delivered to the torments that I 
suffer at this moment . . That time will come ’ 

He has reason to hope, for the unhappy Prdsidente loves 
him with desperation How to brmg about the downfall 
of the unfortunate woman? Valmont’s arsenal contams 
classic weapons. He pretends that out of despair he is 
resolved to withdraw from the world, perhaps to a monas- 
tery Deeply touched, the timid woman receives him 
‘Possess you or die,’ he tells her She still eludes him. 
In a low and sinister voice Valmont murmurs, ‘Then it is 
death!’ She falls fainting into his arms He has his victory 
Then comes the time of chastisement. The Pr^sidente, 
believmg herself to be adored, quickly discovers that Val- 
mont, having won her love, remains the libertine he has 
always been and is makmg sport of her He sends her a most 
cruel letter Utterly beside herself she enters a convent: 
‘Leave me, cruel one! Farewell, sir,’ and she dies there 
after having learned of the death of Valmont, killed in a 
duel by the Chevalier Danceny who has discovered the 
whole truth from a package of letters. C6cile, dishonoured, 
takes the veil Madame de Merteuil, who is the author of 
so many evils, catches smallpox; she survives it, but is 
disfigured, having lost one eye and become hideous. What 
a fatality' 

“ ‘And who could fail to shudder when ^e considers the 
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misfortunes that a smgle dangerous relation vaxy pm&V 
Thus ends this quite immoral morality The scene 1/ strewn 
with corpses and with nuns One is reminded of the last 
act of Hamlet. 


3 , The Characters 

Are these characters true to life? Yes — so much so that 
we have met them, not in life but in history. Valmont m 
certain respects is Byron, Madame de Merteuil, without 
her perfidiousness, is a mixture of Lady Melbourne and of 
Lady Oxford, one of whom was the confidant and the other 
one of the mistresses of Byron Re-read the correspondence 
between Byron and Lady Melbourne You will see that they 
speak about the games and campaigns of love m the same 
vein as Valmont and Madame de Merteuil It is the same 
conscious, detached attitude of the technician who con- 
siders all resistance merely as a difficulty to be solved and 
which his experience will be able to overcome There is, 
to be sure, the difference that Byron is less cynical than 
Valmont, that he spares Lady Frances Webster while Val- 
mont corrupts Cecile, that he is ready to throw his heart 
mto the game and that his victims have almost always picked 
it up and even run away with it. But Valmont himself is 
not very far at times from bemg m love with the Pr^sidente 
Madame de Merteuil alone knows nothmg of pity, nor of 
love, and it is a fact that certam women are more adept 
than men at a ferocious realism, free of all sentimentality. 

Byron had read Laclos and it is possible that the character 
of Valmont, like that of Lovelace, may have had some 
influence on his |ictions. Y oung men are apt to copy 
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heroes, of novels But what explains Valmont himself’ Is 
It natu^l for a human being to be as consciously evil? In 
particular is it conceivable that a man should be so cruel 
in love, which in most others arouses tenderness? This is 
the whole problem of the Don Juan and it must be recog- 
nized that Don Juan is a classic, universal character, who 
has always powerfully atti acted men and women How is 
a Don Juan bom? How is a Valmont formed? The case of 
Byron helps us to understand this Byron, bom sentimental, 
becomes a cynical seducer the day the first girl he has 
sincerely loved betrays him In the war that he wages on 
women^there is an element of revenge He will no longer 
be their dupe because he has been it once. 

Another element in the formation of Don Juan is the too 
passionate search for the ideal woman. Don Juan appears 
to despise women , it is often because he has expected too 
much of them At the beginning of his life he goes from 
woman to woman in search of love Subsequently the 
mechanical side of adventures gets the upper hand Don 
Juan discovers the power and the sureness of his technique. 
He then desires to make use of it, in part because he finds 
pleasure therein, but especially because thus he satisfies his 
pnde, he is like those conquerors who attack innocent 
countries because they have a good army and are proud 
of It Valmont is a cqndottiere of love He is even capable 
of placing his talents at The service of a foreign power. 
‘Conquer Cecile,’ Madame de Merteuil tells him. And he 
will conquer Cecile, because his ‘glory’ is mvolved. 

His vocabulary is that of the warrior. 

‘Up to this point, my lovely friend, I believe you will 
lind I have adhered to method with a consistency that will 
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delight you , and you will see that I have m no way deviated 
from the true prmciples of this kmd of warfare, Wi'iich we 
have often observed to be so simdar to the other Judge me 
therefore as you would Turenne or Frederick the Great. 

I have forced the enemy to give combat when he was trymg 
to gam time, by skilful manoeuvres I obtained for myself 
the choice of ternun and of dispositions , I was able to lull 
the enemy into a feeling of security, the better to pursue 
him m his withdrawal, I was then able to follow this up 
with terror, before engaging in combat,- 1 -have hazarded 
nothing, except m consideration of a great advantage m the 
eventuality of success, and the certainty of resources m case 
of defeat, finally I have opened action only after assuring 
myself of the possibility of retreat, enablmg me to cover 
and keep all that 1 had previously won ’ 

In love as la war^ evei^^ ruseos permisjible. 

Thus the first stage in the evolution of Don Juan might 
be disappointment in love, the second, the triumph of 
technique The third is boredom Technique has its 
pleasures, but they are monotonous The progressive phases 
of a conquest, ever identical, no longer suffice to distract 
Don Juan He knows too well that a given gesture will 
yield him a kiss, and a given scene a mistress He craves 
novelty, and it is thus that he comes to seek the spice of 
cruelty. To triumph over innocence, over religious scruples, 
helps to offset the insipidity of love-feasts Valmont derives 
pleasure from Madame de Tourvel’s torments- 

‘Yes, 1 like to see, to contemplate this prudent woman, 
unwittmgly committed to a path which allows of no return, 
whose steep and dangerous slope draws her m spite of her- 
self and forces her to follow me. There, terrified by Ae'' 
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pent she is running, she would like to stop and cannot hold 
herself back. Her caution and her skill may indeed make 
her steps shorter, but they must follow one after the other 
Sometimes, not darmg to look the danger m the face, she 
shuts her eyes and, lettmg herself go, commits herself to 
my care. More often a new fear revives her efforts m her 
mortal fright she makes still another effort to turn back; 
she exhausts her strength climbmg up a short distance , and 
soon a magic power brings her agam closer to the danger 
that she had vamly tried to flee.’ 

He enjoys teachmg the young Cecile a kind of catechwip 
of dehauphery 

‘Nothmg IS more amusing than the ingenuousness with 
which she already uses the little she knows of this language 1 
She cannot imagme one’s speaking m any other way The 
child is really seductive' The contrast between naive can- 
dour and the language of depravity produces the most 
curious effect, and, 1 hardly know why, only bizarre thmgs 
still delight me ’ 

Finally, as a supreme refinement, he amuses himself when 
he IS m bed with a harlot by using her posterior as a desk 
on which to write to the Presidente- 

‘Never have I had so much pleasure in writmg to you; 
never, while engaged in this occupation, have I felt emotion 
at once so sweet and so vivid Everything seems to augment 
my rapture the air that 1 breathe is full of voluptuousness ; 
the very table on which I am writing you, dedicated to this 
use for the first time, becomes for me the sacred altar of 
love , how greatly it will be embellished m my eyes ! Chi it 
I will have traced the oath to love you always' Forgive, I 
“D^ you, the disorder of my senses 1 shopld pierhaps not 
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let myself be so carried away by raptures which you , do not 
share* I must leave you now a moment to dissipate an 
excitement which is growmg every moment and which is 
becoming greater than I can bear.’ 

But Valmont would be less evil if there were not Madame 
de Merteuil He retains a certam sentimentality for which 
she disdainfully reproaches him 

‘But what I have said, what 1 have thought, what I still 
think, i4 that you are none the less in love with your 
Presidente, not, indeed, a love that is either very pure 
or very tender, but of the kind of which you are capable , 
of the kind, for instance, that makes a man find m % woman 
charms and qualities she does not possess; that sets her 
apart and relegates all others to a second order ; that keeps 
you still attached to her, even while you outrage her , such 
m short as I can imagine a Sultan may feel for his favourite 
Sultana, which does not prevent him from often preferring 
a simple odalisque ’ 

Madame de Merteuil, on the other hand, is pu»e evil, 
without a trace of feeling, without a shadow of pity She 
seeks pleasure, to be sure, but this is not her crime. Even 
more than pleasure, she seeks triumph, domination, and 
the moment she encounters resistance, she craves ven- 
geance , she must have had in her childhood some dreadful 
mferiority complex that can find its compensation only in 
the most cruel revenges. To rum men and women, to place 
some in ridiculous situations, and others in tragic situations, 
to drive them to dishonour and to death, herem lies her 
happmess. 

She derives all the more enjoyment from her depravity 
as she has manned to create for herself, m the eyeS^' 
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society^ the character of a virtuous woman While she 
receives lovers m her little house, the devout praise her 
strictness She pushes hypocrisy to the pomt of genius and 
thereby judges herself much stronger than Valmont 

‘And what have you done,’ she writes to him, ‘that 1 
have not surpassed a thousand times ^ You have seduced, 
even ruined many women, but what difficulties have you 
had to overcome’ . . As to prudence, adroitness, I do not 
speak of myself, but what woman would not have shown 
more than you?’ 

One seems to hear the accents of Corneille. 

f 

Et qu’afait apres tout ce grand nombre d'anne'es 

Qiie ne puuse egakr une de mes journees? 

And what have all those years done to merit such praise 

That IS not more than equalled by one of my days ’ 

Onog again, this is the vocabulary of the warrior And 
Valmont and Madame de Merteuil in effect oppose each 
other like two excellent gladiators, like two fencers of 
genius. Perhaps some day they will meet again, as adver- 
saries worthy of each other. The reader already knows that 
Madame de Merteuil will win. In this war of the sexes, the 
man who encounters a beautiful, brilliant woman, one who 
does not lose her head, is only a novice. He understands 
this so well that m all his novels, in his jioems, he preaches 
sentiment and even passion to the woman, for he knows 
that the day the wpman uo longer sedks anythjsigJjHj 
pleasure— or pride — the man becomes her slayp. 

-^\nd yet this ferocious Amazon can, when she wants to, 
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be a woman When Madame de Merteuil puts herself out 
to please, she prefigures certam of Stendhal’s women 
(Duchesse Sanseverma, Lamiel). 

‘As we had six hours to spend together, and as I had 
resolved that all this time should be wholly blissful, I would 
moderate his raptures and change my mood firom tenderness 
to coquettish playfulness I do not think I ever took such 
pains to please, nor was ever so satisfied with myself After 
supper, by turns childish and reasonable, sprightly and 
loving, sometimes even licentious, I enjoyed thmkmg of 
him as a Sultan m the midst of his, harem, of which I was 
by turns the different favourites And indeed his jepeated 
homages, though always received by the same woman, were 
always received by a different mistress.’ 

As for C^cile, she is perhaps Laclos’ masterpiece. Barely 
out of the convent, she reveals herself after her first expe- 
rience to be devilishly sensual and wonderfully cunning m 
her behaviour Madame de Merteuil had judged her well 
at the first glance 

‘She IS truly delightful' The minx has neither character 
nor principles you can imagme how pleasant and easy she 
will be to get along with I don’t think she will ever shme 
on the side of sentiment, but everythmg about her promises 
the liveliest sensations Lackmg adroitness, she nevertheless 
has a certam natural falseness, if I may say so, which some- 
times even astonishes me, and which will succeed all the 
better since her face offers the image of candour and m- 
genuousness She is naturally very passionate, and I some- 
times amuse myself with her it is mcredible how easily 
the little thmg gets aroused, and then she is delightful, for 
she knows noth^g, absolutely nothing, of what she 
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eager to know. She gets fits of impatience that are quite 
fiinny, sheJaughs, she frets, she weeps, and then she begs 
me to tell^cr things, with a really seductive openness 
I tell you I am almost jealous of the man who has this 
pleasure m store for him.” 

There remains the Pr^sidente de Tourvel, who is every- 
thing that Madame de Merteuil is not — tender, sincere, 
faithful, unhappy, and capable of dying of love. But the, 
PrMidente is a commoner, Madame de Merteuil a great 
lady, and herein is to he found, as we have said, the key 
to the book, which denounces the immorality of high 
society. 

The French Revolution was directed agamst political 
abuses, but also against depraved morals Puritanism has its 
faults : It does not beautify life , but it gives singular force 
to a ruling class The licentiousness of the rulers engenders 
anger, contempt, and in the end the revolt of the ruled. 
Laclos admires his monsters, but he condemns them. 


4. The Moralist 

k is customary to regard Dangerous Relations as an immoral 
book The truth is that it is a moralist’s book. Now a true 
moralist always depicts an immoral worlds because he puts 
us on our guard agamst the world as it is If nature, were 
moral, morality would not exist, nor would moralists But 
nature is unmoral, or amoral, and societies have, imposed 
morals upon.it. The great moraHst always fhghtens, because 
he is true, and truth is frightening tp man When he ex- 
presses himself m abstract aphorisms, the moralist’s hard- 
“n^ appears less crudely. It is nevertheless present. 



D^jn^tous Hel<itions 9^ 

Imagine, as you read La Rochefoucauld, the novels he 
might have written You will find a hundred Dangerous 
Relations 

Love as Laclos describes it, and as the eighteenth century 
practised it, might be called love-as-warfare, or love-as- 
pleasure It proceeds from the same intellectual processes 
as the ideas on politics of the men of the same period The 
omnipotence of reason was the religion of that time and 
the human spirit confidently expected to regenerate society, 
sentiments and morals a priori 

Centunes of civilization had constructed ‘edifices of en- 
chantment’ kingdoms, families, moral codes. The eighteenth 
century (or at least the most characteristic of its masters) 
wishes to make a new departure and to listen only to reason. 

What does reason in fact say to a Valmont or to a 
Merteuil ? 

, (a) Pleasure is a positive good that one must try toj 

/experience as often and as intensely as possible ! 

I (h) If a woman refuses the quest for pleasure, the man’s 
irole IS to convince her To do this he must strike down her 
defences religion, fear, sexual modesty, faithfulness. This 
IS what Madame de Merteuil apphes herself to in the case 
of the young C^cile 

‘Well, my dear' So you are very angry, very much 
ashamed ' And that Monsieur de Valmont is a wicked man, 
isn’t he? What? He dares to treat you like the woman he 
would most love / He teaches you what you would be willing 
to die to find out! Such behaviour is mdeed unforgivable! 
And you, for your part, want to keep your learning for 
your lover (who does not take undue advantage of it), you 
cherish only the^torments of love, not its pleasures 1 Not^ffojg*' 
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could be finer, and you will figure admirably m a novel. 
Passion, misfortune, virtue above all, how beautiful they 
are' In the midst of this brilliant parade one is sometimes 
bored, to be sure, but one repays it m kind ’ 

(c) The rules of vulgar morality are not applicable to 
certain bemgs who soar above these platitudes A Merteuil 
considers herself liberated from all the verbiage of senti- 
ments ■ 

‘Ah I keep your advice and your fears for those delirious 
women whose exalted imagination would make one believe 
nature has placed their feelmgs in their heads, who, having 
never reflected, continually confuse love and lover, who, 
m their mad illusion, thmk the one man with whom they 
have sought pleasure is its sole dispenser, and who, like 
the true superstitious creatures that they are, reserve for 
the priest the respect and the faith which are due only to 
the Deity. 

“But what have I in common with those thoughtless 
women? When have you seen me deviate from the rules 
I have prescribed for myself and fail in my principles? I 
say my panaples, and I say it advisedly for they are not, 
like those of other women, given by chance, received with- 
out exammation, and followed out of habit , they are the 
fruit of my deep reflections, I have created them, and 1 
may say that I am my own creation ’ 

‘I am aiy own creation. . . These beings are created out 
of pnnciples and reason. Applying logic to what instinct 
diould dictate ; feigning passions one does not feel, in order 
to assure oneself pleasures which one considers the only 
realities ; coldly studymg the weaknesses of others in order 
^ tcTi^omlnate them, such is the game playedjby Merteidl and 
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Valmont. Can it procure happiness? Laclos’ novel shows 
clearly that it cannot. Not that there is not a delightful 
reality in pleasure. But Madame de Merteuil herself ends 
by recognizmg that physical pleasures are monotonous if 
they are not animated by the strength of feelings. 

‘Have you not noticed that pleasure, which is mdeed the 
^sole motive of the union of the two sexes, does not yet 
i suffice to form a relation between them? And that if it is 
preceded by desire, which draws them together, it is no 
less followed by disgust, which repels them from each other ? 
It IS a law of nature that love alone can change ; for can lore 
be summoned at will? Yet there must always be lore, and 
It would really be very embarrassmg, if it had not been 
discovered that fortunately it need only exist on one side. 
The difficulty is thereby dimmished by half, and at that 
there has been little to lose, m fact, the one enjoys the 
happiness of lovmg, the other that of givmg pleasure, a 
little less keen, to tell the truth, but added to which is the 
pleasure of deceivmg, to balance it, and everythmg works 
out ’ 

But alas, everything does not work out. The one who 
does not love yearns for an emotion he does not share , he 
who loves wearies of an emotion which is never shared. As 
for Merteuil and Valmont, if they have come together in 
the war of senses, only hatred and rivalry can grow out of 
their association. 

Tell me, Vicomte, which of us two will take it upon 
himself to deceive the other? You know the story of the 
two knaves who recognized each other as they met at the 
card table. “We won’t do anythmg,” they said to each other. 
“Let’s share our stakes,” and they left the game. Belief 
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me, let us follow this prudent example, and let us not waste 
together a time we could employ so well elsewhere ’ 
Technique no more takes the place of love than propa- 
ganda takes the place of faith. 


S 

This, then, is the balance-sheet of the eighteenth century 
in the history of sentiments '^Love-as-pleasure, as set forth 
in Dangerous Helatwns, engenders a dismal and mechanical 
monotony; love-as-delinum as set forth in The New Hiloise 
neglects too much the realities of the flesh. Is it possible 
to unite them? Is it possible to be an intelligent technician 
of love, and at the same time a passionate lover ? Is it possible 
to admire at once Saint-Preux and Valmont, and to blend 
them into a single character? The answer must be sought 
m the novels of Stendhal 



FOUR 


PASSIONATE LOVE 
Heroines Stendhal 




Heroines of Stendhal 


W E have discussed so far forms of love that are linked 
to a time, to histone circumstances, to a state of society. 
The Princess of Clives was the expression of a whole genera- 
tion’s taste for heroic love: The New Heloise, of .another 
generation’s craving for sentiment. Dangerous Relations ex- 
pressed a reaction of the bourgeoisie on the eve of the 
Revolution agamst a cynical conception of love which, 
together with other wrongs and injustices, was identified 
with a decadent nobility. 

The conception of love which is expounded (both in 
didactic and m novet-tbrm) m the work of Stendhaf is a/so 
in part that of his time But even more, it is that of a certain 
type of human being, a type that may exist at any period, 
that exists m ours, and of which Stendhal was one of the 
most remarkable exemplars It is not that of Rousseau , it 
IS not that of Laclos ; it is neither pure sensibility nor pure 
cynicism, but it is a mixture of the two. It is the conception 
of a man who is tender, melancholy, naively adroit, too 
intelligent not to be a little cynical, too sensitive not to 
forget his cynicism when he wishes It is therefore necessary, 
before studying the heroines of Stendhal and his ideas on 
love, to give a brief picture of the man. 
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I . The Author 

It will be remembered that his name was Henri Beyle, 
that he was bom m Grenoble, in 1783, and that he was 
deeply marked by his family on both the mother’s and the 
father’s side His father’s family, the Beyles’, represented 
everything that ‘"lendhal was later to hate His father, 
Cherubm Beyle, was a not too kindly man who thoi^ht 
about nothmg but acquiring or sellmg domains, exces- 
sively wrmkled and ugly, stiff and silent with women, who 
were nevertheless necessary to him. Cherubm Beyle was 
very devout, and no less so was his sister, the Aunt 
Seraphie whom Stendhal for a long time considered his 
evil genius. 

To make up for this he deeply loved his mother, who 
was pretty, who died young, his maternal grandfather, 
Gagnon, a man of the eighteenth century, with a powdered 
wig and a three-cornered hat, who professed a philosophy 
modelled after that of Fontenelle, and his Aunt Elizabeth 
Gagnon, who handed on to him what he later called his 
espagnolisme, that is to say a sense of honour like that of 
the Spanish nobility, of the kmd that Corneille, for example, 
shows us m the Cid 

‘She formed my heart Her character was the qiuntes- 
sence of honour. She communicated this manner of feeling 
to me. This it was that caused me to commit a ridiculous 
series of stupidities, out of delicacy and magnanimity.’ 

Through his father’s family and the tutor whom they 
chose for him, Stendhal is a persecuted child — ^persecuted 
with hypocrisy, with the sweet words of solicitude. Right 
a^ay he forms the idea that humanity is composed of two 
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I distinct groups the Knaves, who endlessly talk about virtue, 
but are hypocritical and base, and the Generous Souls, who 
are romantic, loving, but cynical m speech through fear of 
hypocrisy His hatred for the Knaves and his love for the 
Generous Souls quickly reach the extreme violence of 
childish passions. 

This violence remains with him Stendhal is capable of 
wishing death to those he detests At the moment of the 
Revolution and the Terror, Henri Beyle becomes pas- 
sionately republican because Cherubin Beyle is a monarchist. 
One day his father comes home to announce the execution 
of King Louis XVI ‘They’ve done it^’ he cries, ^They’ve 
murdered him! . Stendhal tells us, ‘1 was swept by one 
of the most tumultuous bursts of joy that I have expe- 
rienced m my life ’ This seems cruel, and it is cruel. 
But Stendhal was always to admire the violence of the 
Renaissance, and extreme characters who do not recoil 
before assassination, less out of wickedness than through 
horror of weakness and contempt for the sceptical mdul- 
gence that had characterized his grandfather Gagnon and 
that had allowed the latter ‘neither to sense error nor to 
combat it ’ 

‘Weak beings seem to me mad,’ writes Stendhal, who 
yet on several occasions proved himself weak m love. But 
his taste for the violences of the Renaissance and for ener- 
getic souls will find expression m the characters he creates. 
Julien Sorel and Fabnce will kill. The Duchesse San- 
severina will resort to poison. Mathilde de la Mole will 
kiss dead lips Lamiel will love a thief and herself become 
an incendiary In the work of Stendhal will be found not 
only espagnobsme but also the mores of the Italian chrom/ies 
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of die fifteenth century. In it Macchiavelli and Botgia join 
hands with Corneille. 

In Stendhal the man, however, this violence never 
assumes the form of action , which is one reason why it finds 
an outlet in the novel 

As concerns love, Stendhal also receives two different 
educations which both come to him from the Gagnon side. 
His aunt Elizabeth Gagnon, as we have seen, taught him 
love h la Corneille His uncle Romain was, like his grand- 
father Gagnon, a man of the eighteenth century, somethmg 
of a libertme, who taught him a kmd of art of love not 
unlike ©vid’s, or Valmont’s. 

‘It IS curious,’ says Abel Bonnard, ‘to consider that the 
two influences of the libertme uncle and the romantic old 
maid explain everything that love meant to Stendhal ’ 

He brings to it, in fact, an astonishing combmation of 
strategy and timidity. Why is he timid, smce he is addicted 
to strong characters? He is timid precisely because he is a 
passionate character, because he attaches too much impor- 
tance to women and to love, because he has too much 
mdignation When he meets a new woman, he expects so 
much happiness from her that the moment he approaches 
her and begins to know what she is really like, he trembles 
, as though he were on the edge of a divine mystery. 

I Divine IS a word that he constantly uses, and never with 
j reference to God. This quite naturally accounts for his 

Stendhal wrote a parallel between the character of 
Werther and that of Don Juan, and he chose to oppose m 
this work two aspects of his own character. Should one 
trSift women as Don Juan or as Werther does, should one 
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act toward them like a conqueror or like a sighing lover? 
Stendhal is not without admiration for Don Juan, who has 
in his favour courage, vivacity, coolness, amusement, 
absence of hypocrisy. 

‘It is true that the Don Juans have a very melancholy old 
age, but most men do not reach old age. . . .’ 

At bottom humanity respects Don Juan, even while 
blaming him, whereas the sighing lovers, the Werthers, lay 
themselves open to ndicule But this is of little importance 
They are happy, they build castles m Spain, m which happi- 
ness dwells ‘Werther’s kind of love opens the soul to all 
the arts, to all sweet and romantic impressionsf to the 
enjoyment of the world in all its forms ’ Don Juan con- 
siders women as enemies Ixive, in his eyes, is a war and 
he speaks only of ‘victories ’ But it is the Werthers who 
really taste the joys of love 

Besides, one does not choose one’s own temperament. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the Due de Richelieu' could not 
have exchanged roles in their relations with women Stend- 
hal does not blame the Duke for having been a Don Juan. 
He does not attach great importance to love that is only 
physical desire, but he thinks that the Duke never had 
moments like those that Rousseau experienced, in a grove, 
with Madame d’Houdetot And I am quite mclined to agree 
with him. Rousseau remembers all his life a dress lightly 
touched, a hand softly pressed, while Richelieu no longer 
even knows, when he meets a woman, "whether she has 
once been his mistress. ‘To tremble is the better part of 
man ’ 

What accounts for the fact that the Werthers are happier 
is that Don Juan ‘reduces love to the level of the ordin.yy. 
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Like a general, he thinks only of the success of his 
manoeuvres.’ The Werthers are happy through sympathy 
and tenderness. La Rochefoucauld himself has said, 

^ ‘The pleasure of love is to love, and one is happier by 
the ppsion one feels than by that which one inspires ’ 

Don Juan’s happiness is only sensuality, a brief thrill, 
and above all vanity, while the happiness of the Due de 
Nemours, when Madame de Cleves tells him she loves him, 
‘is above the happiness of Napoleon at Marengo ’ Love 6 la 
Don Juan resembles the passion for hunting It is a need of 
activity, that must be awakened by diverse objects Love 
a la Werther is a new goal in life, it changes the face of 
everything Everything becomes new, living, moving: 

‘A mistress aspired to for three years is really a mistress m 
the full force of the term The Werthers approach her only 
with tremblmg The man who trembles is not bored ’ 

The pleasures of love are always m proportion to fear. 
The danger of mconstancy is boredom, the monotony of 
the operations, the yavming that succeeds victories, as is 
well shown in Dangerous Relations , the danger of passion is 
despair and death, as we have seen m The Princess Cleves 
and The New Heloise 

Stendhal himself will waver all his life between Werther 
and Don Juan Through temperament he rather mclmes 
to Werther, but thanks to the lessons of his uncle Gagnon, 
and thanks also to the company of men like his friend, 
M^rim^e, he wants to thmk as a cynic He does not want 
to be a dupe. This is a duty he imposes on himself He has 
difficulty m fulfillmg it, for Stendhal is a tender soul, and 
he is lacking in vanity Don Juan is proud . . . But Werther! 

. He IS much too afraid of displeasmg. Stendhal is m- 
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different to the pleasures of ambition and of pride His real 
need is the need to admire- his dream, which he will never 
realize, is a mutual passion with a ‘divine’ or ‘sublime’ 
woman He is m love with love 

Such IS the nature, such are the aspirations of Stendhal. 
Let us now look at his doctrme. 

2 The Mechanism of the Passions 

On the mechanism of the passions of love, Stendhal has 
very precise theories, and to learn what they are we need 
only analyse his essay On Love • 

‘Love has always been for me,’ he writes, ‘the most 
important, almost the only thmg ’ 

He dedicated a whole book to it, and his novels, his Diary, 
are but long commentaries on this passion He distinguishes 
four forms of it passionate love, which is the love of 
Monsieur de Nemours, of Samt-Preux, or of Heloise for 
Abelard, Joye^S-inclination, much less intense, w^ch is 
like a painting mto which nothmg disagreeable must enter ; 
physical love, which is self-defining , 4nd finally love-as- 
vanity. Of these four forms of love the only one which 
Stendhal considers to be true love is passionate love. How 
IS passionate love bom’ He has described it m the famous 
chapter on ‘Crystallization.’ This, says Stendhal, is what 
takes place in the soul- 

‘ I . Admiration 2 You say to yourself, “What a pleasure 
It would be to kiss and be kissed by her ” 3. Hope. 4. Love 
IS bom £ The first crystallization begms You adorn the 
woman you love with a thousand perfections After twenty- 
four hours of exposure to love, this is what happens pi a 
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lover’s mind If you throw a branch shorn of its leaves by 
winter mto a deserted pit m the Salzburgh salt-mines, when 
you recover it two or three months later you will find it 
covered with brilliant crystallizations. The tiniest branches, 
those that are no bigger than the leg of a titmpjuse, are 
adorned with an infinity of quivering, fiery diamonds The 
origmal branch is no longer recognizable What I call 
“crystallization" is the operation of the mind that draws 
from everythmg it is confronted with the discovery that 
the loved object has new perfections If you are m love, 
and a traveller talks to you about Italy, you think 

‘ “Hojy happy I would be to go there with the woman 
I love ” 

‘A friend of yours breaks his arm at the chase, you 
think 

‘ “How sweet it would be to be cared for by that 
woman I” ’ 

Alain has remarked that crystallization is not a mechani- 
cal, but a voluntary process. One must be in love with love 
in order to crystallize And yet if one remained at this stage 
of love, the soul would grow weary, for it wearies of every- 
thmg that is uniform But this is followed by. 

6. Doubt After havmg conceived hope, the lover sud- 
denly encounters mdifference. He comes to doubt his 
happmess He wants to fall back on the other pleasures of 
hfe He finds them annihilated 7. Theji begms the second 
crystallization, which is a constant reflection on the loved 
object, the lover roammg ceaselessly between these three 
ideas; ‘She has all the perfections . . . She loves me . , . 
But what must I do to obtam proof of this love from 
her’ . . 
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If the woman is so careless as to kill all fear by the 
explicitness of her avowals, the crystallization ceases for 
a moment. But love then acquires the charm of a limitless 
confidence. If it succeeds m triumphing over boredom, 
constancy m passion becomes possible 

If she should leave you, the crystallization begins agam, 
and the thought of each joy she could give you concludes 
with this heart-rendmg reflection, ‘I shall never experience 
that joy agam I’ 

Crystallization is more rapid in woman than in man, 
because the woman has more time to crystallize A woman 
who IS sewing, or who has her embroidery frame before 
her — an msipid work occupying only her hands — thmks 
of the man she loves while the latter, galloping across the 
plain with his squadron (today we would say, ‘driving his 
car’), is put under arrest if he makes a wrong move 

Stendhal still believes, unlike many modem writers, 
notably George Bernard Shaw, that m love the man attacks 
while the woman defends herself, that the man asks and 
the woman refuses, that the man is bold and the woman 
timid In Bernard Shaw, the woman thinks, ‘How shall I 
get him to commit himself?’, and the man, ‘How can 1 
keep my freedom?’ In Stendhal the man says to himself, 
‘Shall I be able to win her favour?’, and the woman thinks, 
‘Isn’t It just a game he is playmg when he says he loves 
me? , Can. I trust him?’ Women are more timorous 
because opmion means more to them ‘They cannot, like 
men, quell opmion by riskmg their lives They must there- 
fore be much more on their guard ’ In them the mtellectual 
processes that accompany the birth of love are more delicate, 
more timid, more slow 
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The arts, and particularly music, help to promote cry- 
stallization by brmgmg back the memory of the loved one. 
The same kmd of pleasure is to be found m the novel. To 
read a love story is to steep oneself again m the loves we 
ourselves have known, and especially in the one vve are 
living at the moment 

T have just this evening discovered that music, when 
it IS perfect, puts the heart in exactly the same situation 
as when it enjoys the presence of the loved object, in other 
words that it gives what appears to be the most mtense joy 
that exists on this earth ’ 

Bemgii who are a prey to passionate love live m a state 
of consummg fever 

‘If you know that tonight you will see the woman you 
love, the anticipation of so great a joy makes all the moments 
that separate you from her unendurable And when you see 
her’ You are embarrassed, silent The moment the too 
lively mterests of his passion are involved, a proud and 
sensitive soul cannot be eloquent in the presence of the 
loved one Vulgar souls, on the contrary, calculate their 
chances of success , they possess assurance. The tender soul 
must resign himself to receivmg nothing but chanty fiom 
the loved one His only resource is to try to be natural.’ 

jE veryone beco mes more lovable for being natural ' 

‘I don’t love you,’ says Lamiel to the Duke. ‘You don’t 
seem true and natural. You always seem to be acting a 
part ’ 

The Stendhalian lover appears natural whenever he for- 
gets his vanity to think only of his love. This type of love 
refuses to share its place with any other passion. He who 
experiences it is proud of sacriBcing to it all the rest. He 
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feels himself more noble, better by his disdam of all pru- 
dence and all pride Happier, too, because man is always 
happier when he can give his actions a single goal, attach 
those actions to a fixed centre Doubt, which is always 
painfiil, IS then overcome Passionate love becomes, for 
a great character, a necessary and sufficient reason for living. 


3 , Real Lores 

Did Stendhal himself encounter passionate love? 

The first woman to excite him to feelings of love was 
a rather pretty actress of the theatre m Grenoble^ Made- 
moiselle Kably. This was a schoolboy love He was sixteen 
He did not know her at all, but the violence of his feelings 
was so great that he did not even dare to watch for her in 
the street, and the one time when he met her by chance 
he nearly fainted This passion was so lively that he even 
forgot for It his hatred of his Aunt Seraphie But he would 
go to see Mademoiselle Kably at the theatre and applaud 
her, and would tremble when he heard her name It was 
a curious adventure for this woman, to have become famous 
for stirring love in a child whose name she perhaps never 
heard. When Mademoiselle Kably left Grenoble, Stendhal 
consoles himself (m his silent manner) with the sister of 
a friend of his, Victonne Bigillion Then he leaves for Paris 
and for Milan In Milan he falls in love with a very beautiful 
woman, Angela Pietragrua, but he does not dare to declare 
himself 

Commg back to Paris, he meets another actress. Made- 
moiselle Louason, whose real name was Melanie Guilbert. 
To pay court to Melanie, who must not have been exqes- 
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sively shy, Stendhal resorts to a uselessly compbcated 
strategy But no matter, since he derives his pleasure pre- 
cisely from the obstacles he mvents ! He speaks of Melanie 
as one of his novel-heroes would speak of Madame de R^al 
or of Cleba Conti. At this pomt the Diuiy is altogether 
delightful: 

‘I went to Melanie’s, a little trembling. I blew up the fire 
myself This task, announcmg mtimacy, delighted me We 
stayed together until two o’clock I was very happy and 
1 would only wish that she had been as much so as I. . . . 
She was divine when she was telling her stories 1 sat beside 
her, looking straight at her, not missmg a smgle one of 
her features, holdmg her hands m mine She certainly felt 
that her tender soul stirred me The joy and excitement 
that she showed on seemg me seem to prove that she loves 
me Yet I had bored her a little the last time, for as 1 said 
to her, “Let’s choose a sign that you will make me when 
I bore you,” she merely said, “Ah, yes!” with a note of 
satisfaction This sign is the question, “Is there a ball at the 
Opera?” But at least 1 twice made her laugh heartily. I am 
beginning to get back my composure I still have moments, 
however, when only my mouth is talking, while my heart 
is busy feeling. Then it always keeps harpmg on the same 
idea . . .’ 

And a few days later; 

T have just come from Louason’s. ... I believe I have 
never shone as I did tonight, nor played my role so well. 

1 wore a waistcoat, silk breeches and black stockmgs, with 
a cinnamon bronze coat, a handsomely tied cravat, a superb 
hat And never, 1 believe, has my uglmess been more com- 
ple(^ely effaced by my animation. My whole soul shone 



Heroines ^ Stendhal 113 

through, so that the body was forgotten. I appeared a very 
handsome man, in the style of Talma. . . .’ 

I like that naive self-satisfaction of a timid, too-modest 
lover One is remmded of Rousseau writmg ‘That night 
I was sublime . . after the scene in the grove with 
Madame d’Houdetot Unhappy mortals spend their lives 
trying to find reassurance m themselves 

Stendhal conquered Melanie Louason m the end, ‘in spite 
of his strategy,’ and m i8oj he joins her in Marseille Back 
in Paris, he falls to a new passion the wife of his protector, 
Madame Daru At last he returns to Milan and there he 
agam meets Angela Pietragrua, who is now mamed and 
to whom he confesses that he formerly loved her She 
scarcely remembers this fim-loving young man whom she 
used to call le Chinois 

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asks with surprise 

But Beyle, consumed with tenderness, with modesty, 
with respect for bemgs who expected neither respect nor 
modesty from him, was always to find it infinitely difficult 
to talk 

‘This madness gave me a few moments of the most divine 
illusion, which the very ones who were the cause of it 
never suspected, or could not understand.’ 

Angela (or rather an Angela bom of his imagination) 
always remamed in Stendhal’s eyes the ideal mistress— dark, 
superb, voluptuous. He had loved her from 1800 to i8i i, 
without ever seeing her, which had rendered the c^stal- 
bzation particularly easy. When the real Angela entered his 
life he discovered that she was deceiving him shamelessly, 
and broke with her. He then had, m Milan, a new love 
for Mathilde Dembovska (whom he calls M6tilde m Ijis 
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Diaijr), a platonic love but one around which, once more, 
he wove marvellous feelings. 

In his life there are in all eleven women — whose initials, 
when he reaches the age of fifty, he draws m the sand with S 
his cane. Few of them had loved him, and mdeed he speaks 
of their feelmgs towards him with great modesty Like all 
true lovers he is without vanity, even m his choices, for 
the mistresses of this man who was so tender were very 
commonplace, at least in beauty. But he wanted only to 
find beautiful souls He believes he found them In fact, 
he created them. Of Melanie Guilbert he says, ‘Beautiful 
IS not the word, but “sublime.” ’ Of another, ‘I should not 
have believed that such a beautiful character existed in 
nature ’ In truth these women who fill Henri Beyle’s life 
are already heromes of Stendhal 

Let us now see how he imagmes love, when he is alto- 
gether free to create 


4. The Heroines 

Stendhal creates the heromes of his novels above all 
please himself They are therefore ‘great souls,’ but bei^ 
longmg to two different classes There will be, on the onefj* 
hand, the woman Stendhal would hare liked to love, tender, 
modest, passionate, concealmg her passion, p^ous — because ^ 
It IS an additional triumph for the lover to overcome her 
piety, m short, perfect and yet vanquished by passion. Such 
are Madame de RSnal in The Red and the Black, Cleha Conti 
m The Charterhouse of Parma, and also a woman of whom , 
we shall say httle because her portrait is scarcely drawn 
ai^d the novel m which she figures is merely sketched, but 
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who belongs to the same breed, Madame de Chasteller, in 
Lucien Leuwen 

The second type is the woman Stendhal would hare been (or 
Julien Sorel would have been) if he had been a woman, m 
other words, ‘a soul of the Renaissance ’ Such are Mathilde 
in The Red and the Black, la Sansevenna in The Charterhouse 
of Parma, and Lamiel m the novel that bears her name 

It IS in The Red and the Black that the two types are 
depicted with the greatest frankness Let me recall the 
subject as briefly as possible. In the time of the Restoration 
(1814-1830) Julien Sorel, the young son of a peasant, 
sensitive and courageous, full of enthusiasm for Napoleon 
and of hatred for all those who may consider themselves 
his masters, enters the home of Monsieur de R^nal as a 
tutor The latter is a squire in the province of Dauphin^, 
married to a woman who m her extreme timidity is greatly 
disturbed at the thought that a stranger is going to come 
between her and her children 

‘Womanly delicacy was pushed to an extreme point m 
^ladame de Renal Her mind had formed the most dis- 
agreeable picture of a crude and unkempt creature, 
hired to scold her children solely because he knew 
Latin ’ 

She IS charmed when she discovers that Julien Sorel is 
only a very young peasant, who looks almost like a girl in 
disguise. He hates her because she is a rich man’s wife , he 
considers her contemptuous, because she is taciturn In 
reality Madame de R6nal is ‘endowed with a delicate and 
disdamfiil soul ’ 

She does not love Monsieur de RSnal, who treats her 
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with haughty condescension and considers it quite natural 
that she should be devoted to him She cannot imagine that 
other men may be different from her husband She believes 
they are all crude, insensitive to everythmg that is not 
money-interest, or precedence, or decorations 

‘The blind hatred of any reasoning that did not fall in 
with their ideas would have appeared to her as natural to 
their sex as the wearing of boots and a felt hat.’ 

If she had been a Parisian woman and had read novels, 
she would have understood, on seeing Julien, the danger 
to which the young man’s coming into the house might 
expose her, but ‘everythmg moves slowly m the provmces, 
where there is so little that is natural ’ Madame de Renal 
has never experienced love, but she does not know it. 
Thanks to her ignorance, she is perfectly happy m Juhen’s 
presence, though immediately drawn by him 

She discovers this penchant in herself when her chamber- 
maid indicates a desire to marry Julien To her own surprise 
she becomes mdignant ‘Could it be that I feel love for 
Julien? . . .’ She is both happy and anxious The countryside 
appears to her in a fresh light Her admiration becomes 
rapture There can be no doubt She is crystalhzmg. Julien, 
out of pride and not love, makes it a point of honour to 
wm her affections One evenmg m the garden, m the dark- 
ness, as she is m the midst of gesticulating, he touches 
Madame de RSnal’s hand which is restmg on a wooden 
chair. This hand is quickly pulled back. But Julien thinks 
it is his duty to brmg it about that this hand be not with- 
drawn when he has touched it The following evenmg he 
comes back with the look of a man who is going to fight 
ant enemy. As soon as night falls, he takes the hand of 
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Madftme de Renal, who withdraws it. Julien, without 
knowing what he is doing, again seizes it. 

‘A last effort was made to take it from him, but finally 
this hand remamed m his ’ 

Julien’s soul is flooded with happiness — ^not that he loves 
Madame de Renal, but because a horrible torture has just 
ended and he has a feeling of victory. He is still at the stage 
of love-as-vanity. Madame de RSnal on the contrary, with 
her hand m Julien ’s, thmks of nothmg, just lets herself drift 
on life’s current, already passionate love seems natural to 
her, and when an accidental circumstance obliges her to 
■withdraw her hand, she gives it back subsequently«without 
protest. Naturally Julien becomes emboldened 

‘ “What ?” Madame de R^nal said to herself, “could it be 
that 1 love, could I feel love, 1, a married woman, could 
I be in love ? But 1 have never felt for my husband anything 
like this dark madness that makes me not want to let Julien 
out of my thoughts. After all, he is a child full of respect 
for me ; this can be only a passmg madness . .” ’ 

Hardly does she see him agam when her whole soul is 
lifted by the magic joy that has astonished her foi the last 
two weeks. 

‘As Madame de Renal had never read any novels, all the 
shades of her happmess were new to her. No melancholy 
truth came to congea’ it, not even the spectre of the future. 
She imagmed herself as happy in ten years as she was at this 
moment.’ 

Julien plays the role of seducei out of duty he forces 
himself to be bold. 

‘Madame, tonight at two o’clock I shall come into your 
room.' 
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He trembles lest his demand be granted. When two 
o’clock strikes he again experiences that frightful sense of 
a duty to be accomplished toward his pride and he goes into 
Madame de Renal’s room. There is a little disorder. 

‘ Julien forgot his vam plans, and resumed his natural role. 
Not to win such a charming woman’s favour would have 
seemed to him the greatest misfortune.’ 

A few hours later, when he leaves the room, he has 
nothing more to desire Madame de Renal is unbelievably 
happy 

‘She could not get over her astonishment that such happi- 
ness couJd exist and that she had never had any suspicion 
of It.’ 

He himself at last becomes desperately in love. He is 
young , she is charming , vanity yields 

‘ “It must be admitted,” he would say to himself, “that 
she is good and kind as an angel, and no one could be 
prettier . . ’ 

Julien’s love-as-vanity here tends toward passionate love. 
Madame de RSnal’s tender rapture is all the more ‘sublime’ 
in Stendhal’s eyes as the remorse of this virtuous and pious 
woman is more vmd. One enjoys triumphing only over 
resistance 

‘Her life became heaven and hell Hell when she could 
not see Julien ; heaven when she was at his feet ’ 

‘ “I no longer delude myself,” she would say to him, even 
m the moments when she dared to give way to her love. 

. . “1 am damned, irretrievably damned You are young, 
you yielded to my seductions. Heaven can forgive you, but 
1 am damned. 1 know it by a certain sign I’m afraid Who 
wquld not be afraid at the sight of Hell? But after all, I 
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don't repeat. I would commit my fault all over agam, if I 
had it to commit ” ’ 

Naturally the servants gossip. Monsieur de RSnal’s 
enemies wnte him anonymous letters Madame de R6nal 
shows an extraordmary presence of mmd m defendmg her 
happmess and Julien’s security Byron had already noted 
the astonishmg resourcefulness in intrigue, the bold courage, 
shown by the most virtuous women the moment they really 
experience a great love. Julien himself is frightened. 

‘ “I find you both illuminated and blinded by your love,” 
he said to her “The way you behaved today was admirable, 
but is It wise for us to try to see each other tonight? This 
house IS imed with enemies . ” 

“So, you don’t even have courage said Madame de RSnal 
with all the haughtiness of a woman of rank, 

“Actions speak louder than words,” said Julien, “let the 
world judge ” ’ 

And he comes back. But this time Monsieur de R^nal 
takes steps to force Julien to leave the house The reader 
vvill see Madame de RSnal again only at the end of the book. 
One must remember, in order to understand the last scene 
m the novel, so often criticized, that Julien passionately 
admires Madame de Renal (as he admires Napoleon) because 
she IS a great soul. 

Arriving in Paris after a few years spent in a seminary, 
Julien becomes the secretary of the Marquis de la Mole, 
and here meets the second heroine of the novel, who is the 
Marquis’s daughter, Mathilde de la Mole Mathilde is an 
extremely beautiful, ravishmgly blonde girl. The first time 
Julien meets her he does not like her. He thmks he has 
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never seen such beautiful eyes, but he finds that they betray 
great coldness She has received a monarchic and religious 
education, but she reads Voltaire She possesses the quahties 
of her breed to a too high degree not to be shocked by the 
^weaknesses of her class She despises the young men of rank 
who surround her, bemg unfortunate enough to have more 
wit than they At least Julien Sorel is not like the rest She 
makes advances to him He thinks 

'How I dislike that tall girP’ 

There is certainly some affectation in this noble aloofiiess 
In vain Mathilde treats him to a eulogy of Rousseau Julien’s 
eyes reijiain penetrating and severe She is all the more 
surprised at this as it is usually she who produces such an 
effect on others She feels herself despised by Julien, and 
she cannot despise him She cannot endure this man’s look 
of disapproval , she is afraid of it. 

Looking at her, he thmks of Madame de Renal. 

‘What haughty disdam' How different she is from the 
one I have lost' How charmingly natural she was, how 
unaffected I . . I would relish her thoughts before she 
spoke them. I would see them come mto being My only 
antagonists m her heart were her children, which is a reason- 
able and natural affection, endearmg to me even though 1 
suffered from it. I was a fool The ideas I had formed about 
Pans prevented me from appreciating that sublime woman. 
Great God, what a difference! And what do 1 find here? 
Vanity, dry and haughty, all the shades of self-love, and 
nothing more. . . .’ 

The colder and more respectful he is with Mathilde, the 
more she is after him A double c^stalhzation begins ; 

‘God, how beautiful she isl . . . How much I like her 



Hetoiiics Stendhd i21 

big eyes, when I look at them closely, scrutmizmg me as 
diey so often do ’ 

He wakes up with his heart pounding with ambition, 
dreaming of the idea, ‘Does she love me? . . .* One day 
he receives a declaration of love from her 

‘And here I, a poor peasant, get a declaration of love 
from a great lady!’ 

Mathilde, high-mmded and upright, is carried away for 
the first time by passionate emotion She is a La Mole , she 
stems from the great La Mole of the sixteenth century She 
IS a woman of the Renaissance, .or at least would like to be 
one She likes to thmk that Julien himself is a great charac- 
ter She gives him a rendezvous, at night, in her room. He 
can only reach it by puttmg a ladder to Mathilde ’s window. 
He will undoubtedly be caught, perhaps killed by the 
Marquis or his people But a Stendhal hero never yields to 
fear, and Julien becomes Mathilde’s lover 

There is no real love between these two beings Mathilde 
makes an effort to thee-aiid-thou him He has recourse to 
his memory and recites several beautiful passages from The 
New Hiloise. 

‘This thee-and-thomng, short of a note of tenderness, 
gave Julien no pleasure . . He was astonished at the 

absence of happmess In vain he tried to mduce it by resort- 
mg to reason He saw himself esteemed by this proud young 
creature With this reflection he was able to achieve the 
pleasure of self-esteem It was not, to be sure, the heavenly 
bliss that he had sometimes experienced with Madame de 
Renal. Great God, what a difference! There was nothing 
tender m his feelings from that first moment It was the most 
mtense joy of ambition, and Julien was above all ambitious,’ 
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Nor IS Mathilde happy. She is shocked at his air of 
tnumph. 

‘So he thinks he is my master. ... It is enough to make 
love hateful!’ 

Without bemg aware of it, the two lovers are for several 
days animated by the most mtense hatred for each other 
Then youth takes the upper hand and pride jields 

The Stendhalian doctrine requires that happmess then 
appear Mathilde cuts her hair m sacrifice to Julien and 
shows the mad passion she feels for him Soon the Marquis 
cannot but consent to the marriage Unfortunately it occurs 
to him ^to ask the Renals for information about Julien. 
Madame de R&ial consults her confessor, who instructs her 
to tell the truth about Julien The letter that the Marquis 
receives is such that the marriage does not take place This 
provokes Julien to feel a hatred for Madame de Renal which 
IS all the more intense as by this action she has destroyed 
the image he had formed of her For this is the one thing 
he does not forgive her He goes to Verrfores, enters the 
church where she is praying and, at the moment of the 
Elevation, fires a pistol at her Madame de R^al comes to 
see him m his prison and he realizes that he has never loved 
anyone but her. He dies on the guillotme. Mathilde, becom- 
ing more and more a woman of the Renaissance, has the 
fortitude to look squarely at Julien’s cut-off head and to 
kiss It on the brow Three days after Julien, Madame de 
R^al dies embracmg her children. 

What IS one to think of these two women? Even though 
he tends to regard both of them as women m whom modesty 
is overcome by the strength of their passions, Stendhal 
obviously prefers Madame de R^nal. He admires Mathdde’s 
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character; he does not love her. He considers that Mathilde’s 
love js too long mixed with pride. 

There is only one form of pride that Stendhal can pardon 
in women, and this is jealousy Madame de RSnal herself 
IS pricked by it when she believes Julien loves her chamber 
maid 

‘A woman Qf_generous character,’ says Stendhal, ‘wdl 
sacrifice her life a thousand times for her lover and will 
bTeak' with him forever over a quarrel of pnde about an 
open or a closed door That is their point of honour ’ 

This weakness is due to the fact that women have no 
opportunity to exercise pride in matters that men consider 
' important- affairs of state, feats of arms ‘They feel pride 
in their souls and they perceive that they can make their 
pride felt only in little thmgs,’ and so they attach infinite 
importance to these little thmgs 

But in MathiJde as in Madame de RSnal, Stendhal praises 
a courage even greater than Julien’s, which is remarkable 
enough Madame de Renal does not hesitate to receive 
Julien even though she knows her husband has been warned, 
nor to go and see him in prison after the attempted murder. 
Mathilde is heroic to the point of defiance Stendhal believes 
(and I thmk he is right) that the courage of a wom an m 
love IS greater than that of men 

‘I remember havmg come upon the followmg sentence 
in a book of history 

‘ “All the men lost their heads , it was one of those moments 
^(when women assume unquestionable superiority over them.” 
‘I have seen some on occasion who were superior to the 
bravest men. They need only a man to love As they no 
longer feel except through him, the .most atrocious direct 
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and personal danger becomes for them hke a rose to be 
plucked in his presence. As for mo ral courage, so much 
superior to the other, the firmness of a woman who resists 
ter love is the most admirable thmg that can exis t on e arth. 
All possible other marks of courage are trifles compared 
to a thmg so much agamst nature, and so painful . . One 
misfortune of women is that the test of this courage always 
remains secret and can almost never be divulged, A greater 
misfortune is that it is always exercised agamst their happi- 
ness I believe that if Madame de Cloves had attamed old 
age, which is a time when one judges life, and the joys of 
pnde appear m all their wretchedness, she would have 
wished she had lived like Madame de La Fayette . 

Rather than the courage ‘agamst love’ of the Prmcesse 
de Cleves, Stendhal likes to encounter m women the con- 
tempt for all that is not love It is this contempt that con- 
stitutes what he calls, ‘a sublime soul ’ For a woman and 
even for a man, he wants the sentiments alone to be impor- 
tant All else IS vamy Madame de Renal and Mathilde are both, 
as he sees them, saved by the strength of their emotions. 

In The Charterhouse of Parma, the Duchesse Sanseverma 
and Cleha Conti are contrasted m the same way as are 
Mathilde de la Mole and Madame de Renal. 

Like Mathilde, the duchess is a woman of the Renaissance 
(and we know m fact that m order to write The Charterhouse 
Stendhal transported into the nineteenth century the history 
of the Famese family) , she is capable of assassination in order 
to save Fabrice, her nephew, whom she loves Stendhal is 
fascinated by her because she sacrifices power and riches 
to her emotions without regrets, because she has a great 
deal of mtelligence and no prudence. 
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‘Young, brilliant, light as a bird, her beauty is her least 
charm Where else can you find such a soul, ever sincere, 
that delivers itself wholly to the impression of the moment?’ 

A woman entirely of impulse, whose conduct is unpre- 
dictable, even to herself 

As for Clelia Conti, she is the most perfect example of 
aystalhzation, for Fabrice, who loves her madly, scarcely 
knows her What does he know of her ? He first catches a 
glimpse of her on a road, and he is struck by her young 

‘What profound thoughts beneath that brow!’ he says 
to himself ‘She could lovel’ , 

By chance she falls for a moment mto his arms. On t his 
feeble armature of memorie s, he crystallizes Nothing is 
finer thah the'pages in which Fabrice is shown m the Parma 
prison, expecting death at any moment, and yet divinely 
happy because from his window he can perceive delta. 
Again, what does he know of her? Almost nothmg She is 
not very mtelligent ; when she has sworn not to see Fabnce 
agam, she keeps her oath because she is superstitious; she 
thmks she is keepmg it when she receives Fabrice in the 
dark But what does mtelligence matter? Clelia is beautiful 
and, as Fabnce had guessed, she can love. That convex brow, 
that passionate silence are unfailmg signs to those who know 
women. Besides, she saves the mystery. This is enough. 
But m any case, re-read The Charterhouse. There is no finer 
book. 



j. The Uncompleted Novels 

Of the heroine of Luaen Leuwea, Madame de Chasteller, 
it IS difficult to speak, for her character is merely sketched 
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But there is, in Stendhal’s work, another very curious type 
of woman' this is the heroine of the uncompleted novel 
entitled Lamiel 

Lamiel is that startling character, a woman entirely 
devoid of hypocrisy All the other women Stendhal has 
pamted are restrained either by an extreme modesty (like 
Madame de RSnal and Clelia Conti), or by a long habitua- 
timi to society and a respect for the conventions which it 
imposes (like Mathilde de la Mole and the Duchesse 
Sanseverina) But Lamiel is a woman of the people, she 
does not believe m the conventions of society , like Julien 
Sorel, whom she exactly parallels, she finds herself involved 
m this society that she despises because she becomes a 
reader to a duchess, as Julien is secretary to Monsieur de la 
Mole Like julien Sorel, she admires only ‘great souls,’ and 
by this she means beings without fear, even though they 
be criminals As a mere child, Lamiel read stories of thieves 
and assassins. She admires ‘Monsieur Cartouche and 
Monsieur Mandnn’ for their great deeds Her cynicism is 
fed by a diabolical little hunchback. Doctor Sansfin 
' ‘Old women,’ he tells her, ‘preach virtue to young girls, 
ibut several of those old women in their youth had the easy 
morals that prevailed in France before the reign of Napoleon 
and m their hearts they must laugh at the atrocious res- 
traints that they impose on girls who are sixteen m 1829. 
So there is a double advantage m listenmg to the advice of 
nature and m following all its caprices First you give your- 
self pleasure, which is the only object for which the human 
race has been placed here below In the second place, the 
soul fortified by pleasure, which is its true element, has 
the courage to omit i^one of the little comedies necessary 
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for a girl to obtain a position from the old women in gdod 
standing m the villages ’ 

To put the Doctor’s lessons into practice, Lamiel chooses 
the young Duke as a subject, and seduces him even more 
cynically than Juhen Sorel had seduced Mathilde He has 
never met a woman so bold, nor so origmal, he is mad 
about her. She proposes that she run away with him Not 
that she loves him 

‘God deliver me from lovers! 1 prefer my freedom to 
anything else ! . . ’ 

When Lamiel tries to live freely, to travel alone, she 
realizes that this is difficult for a pretty woman, he^ause she 
IS constantly exposed to men’s advances A timid boy, who 
is an apothecary, suggests to her a means of overcommg 
this 

‘Pharmacists,’ he tells her, ‘grind up holly-leaves, you 
know — those leaves that have thorns on their edges and are 
such a pretty green, , You make a coloured paste with 
them By rubbing it into her cheek a woman can look as if 
she had a frightful greenjjcurf. Your coquetry. Mademoiselle, 
will have to choose between love and tranquillity To- 
morrow momuig, before getting into the coach, it is in 
your power to make yourself almost as ugly as me ’ 

Lamiel laughs heartily as the recipe 

‘This apothecary,’ she says, ‘is sensible and he has some- 
thing to say ’ 

The followmg day she uses the holly-paste and finds her- 
self thus freed of men. This episode is a hard and useful 
lesson to women. 

When she arrives m Paris, Lamiel becomes a fashionable 
woman. But in the imdst of the diqners that deg^erate 
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into 01^1^ it becomes evident that licentiousness has no 
attraction for her She preserves a tone of refined politeness 
that captivates people Passionate love has disappointed her , 
love-as-pleasure is indifferent to her . . . And here ends 
the written part of the novel But in the plan tlian Stendhal 
has left, we see that Lamiel meets a thief. 

‘ “Who are you ?" 

) “ Ijmake war on socieU which makes war on me. I read 
Corneille and Molilre Tnave too much education to work 
with my hands and earn three hundred francs for ten hours 
of work " ’ 

Altho^igh he is being sought by the police, he proudly 
takes her to the theatre This audacity causes her to fall 
madly in love In the end, out of love for this Valbayre, she 
joins a gang of thieves When Valbayre is condemned to the 
galleys, Lamiel sets fire to the Hall of Justice to avenge him. 
In the wreckage are found some half-calcioated bones they 
are Lamiel’s. 

Stendhal would certainly have enjoyed intensely writing 
this story and it is too bad he was unable to finish it Few 
novels have been written on the grnical woman because men fear 
her jrpe and because th^ even hare dij^cul^ in conceiving her. 
One shudders to thmk what would be the power in society 
of a Lamiel — very beautiful, intelligent, courageous even 
unto death, without moral principles and without pride. 
And so men have seen to it that Lamiel should scarcely exist. 
TWs novel has few readers 

Such were the imaginary heroines created by this man 
who held such passionate feelmgs for women and who, m 
real women, already loved un^mary heromes ‘A writgr,’ 
as Paul Valery has said, ‘compiensates as b»t h^ $aQ. for 
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'a py m|ust ice of „fatt..’-Never was this remark more appb- 
cabl 6 than to the case of Stendhal Through his novels he 
offered himself these women, so beautiful, so intelligent, 
so perfectly capable of love, whom he had not chanced to 
encounter in life 

If now we try to determine what is the place of Stendhal 
in this history of love as seen through the French novel 
whose broad lines we are sketching it must be said, I thmk, 
that love in Stendhal is as piassionate, as ‘romantic’ as in 
Rousseau, but that his modes of expression are much less 
emphatic It is, I believe, one of the reasons why The 
Charterhouse Parma has more readers m 194^ thafh it had 
in 1840, whereas The New Heloise, once triumphant, is now 
practically ignored 

hjen and women, almost without exception, and in all 
times, suffer from having to ^til^ their phrases and their 
feelings^ They have been stuffed with the language of false 
virtue and of false passion to the point of nausea ‘I am so 
fond of naturalness, ’ says Stendhal, ‘that sometimes I stop 
m the street to watch a dog gnaw a bone ’ We all like 
naturalness, especially in love, and we seldom meet it This 
is why we are so grateful to Stendhal for having brought us 
Its image That a lover should dare to say, ‘I was timid, I 
was unhappy, and because of this 1 was divinely happy’ — so 
much simplicity moves us 

‘Dear reader, do not spend your life hatmg and b^g 
afraid^’ This is Stendhal’s key-phrase A negative counsel, 
but one which makes it easy to reconstruct the positive 
counsel. ‘Dear reader, spend your life lovuig with passion 
what-deseryes to be loveiT^ear reader, never he afraid of 
the strengA of youf ‘ feelings ’ Stendhal all his hfe pas- 
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sionately loved Cimarosa, Mozart, Byron, and a few unagi- 
nary great souls He had a horror of ‘Important People’ who 
have as their goal m life a satisfied ambition and not happy 
love By this he remains, for those who are worthy, a good 
master to love and to meditate 

Is he, like Rousseau, the incarnation of an epoch of 
French life? He is, indeed, a man of the eighteenth century 
and a soldier of Napoleon Like the nobility after the Fronde, j 
the half-pay soldiers after the Restoration were a generation 
of ‘tamed lions.’ But if, m Stendhal, the features of thd| 
heroes of his time are present, he shows himself singu- 
larly frSe of their jargon Bonaparte the lover wrote like 
Rousseau, Stendhal the lover tried to write with the dry 
preciseness of the Napoleonic Code. A style that is naked, 
stripped of adornments, and that is moulded to things, does 
not age. It is hardly possible any longer to love as Saint- 
Preux loved, one could still love like Fabnce, if one met 
a Clelia. 



FIVE 


IDEAL AND SENSUAL LOVE 
Some Heroines Balzac 




Some Heroines of Balzac 

*That the work of Balzac holds a supremely important 
place m the history of the sentiments of love in France is 
obvious But this place is so great and the variety of feminme 
types created by Balzac so astonishmg that it would be 
impossible to treat the subject adequately within the limits 
of a single study With Balzac we shall do better by con- 
fronting a problem which our precedmg surveys have already 
broached, that of the relations between the novel-heroines 
and the real women observed by novelists. This is a difficult 
problem The transmutations that occur in a creative brain 
are strange and complex But sometimes the author has set 
down for us some of the secret formulae of his alchemy. 
Marcel Proust’s Notebooks enable us to follow the trans- 
formation of Laura Heyman into Odette de Crecy. They 
render intelligible the curious alloymg which lends to 
Onane de Guermantes the beauty of the Comtesse Greffiilhe, 
the wisdom of Madame Strauss, and the wit of the Comtesse 
de Chevigne The successive manuscripts of Anatole France’s 
The Red Lily show how Madame Arman de Caillavet — with 
her toque of violets, her passionate fondness for Italy, her 
despotic father, and her arrow of diamonds — was transposed 
mto Th^r^se Martm-Belleme In the case of Balzac, we know 
that George Sand and Marie d’Agoult served as models for 
the heromes of Beatrid. Naturally it yould not be hterally 
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exact to say that Madame de Mortsauf, m The Lily in the 
Vallej, IS Madame de Bemy, nor that the Duchesse de Langeals 
IS the Duchesse de Castries But it is true that if Balzac had 
not known Madame de Bemy and the Duchesse de Castries 
these two novels could not have been written, and in the 
case of the greatest of all novelists it seems interesting to 
confront real life and novelized life, women of flesh and 
women of words. 


I . The Man 

When we read the stories of childhood in The Lily In the 
Vall^ or m Louis Lambert, which Balzac assures us are a 
reflection of his own childhood, we observe that these 
reflect sufFenng Yet Balzac did not have reasons for being 
an unhappy child comparable to those of Dickens • shame 
and poverty. When he was bom, in 1799, his father, who 
was Food Commissioner of the Military Division of Tours, 
was a respectable and comfortably situated man But he had 
married a woman thirty-two years younger than himself, 
Laure Sallembier, and it is to her, it seems, that the 
wretchedness of Balzac as a child must be attributed 

Madame Balzac was extremely pretty, with the face of 
a spubjcette in a Moliere or a Manvaux comedy, refined, 
unusually well educated, with a passion for occult sciences. 
But she was a coquette, with a hardness at the core, and 
she gave ground for gossip to the neighbours, who did not 
attribute the jjatermty of her second son, Henn, to her 
husband. Perhaps she reserved for this younger son, a love- 
child, a great share of her tenderness , it is a fact that she 
always sought to get her other son, Honor6, away from the 
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house. The latter, however, did not hold this a^inst her, 
he felt affection, even filial love, for her, but he never 
ceased to be afraid of her. As a mature man, he could never 
come near her without trembling, and many times in his 
works he speaks of the need of feminine protection that 
those feel all their lives who have been deprived of a true 
maternal love. 

From his eighth to his fourteenth years Balzac was an 
interne student with the Oratorians of Vendome He tells 
us, in Louts Lambert, that he there became ‘the least active, 
the laziest, the most contemplative schoolboy m the 
youngsters’ division, and yet the most often psinished.’ 
In Vendome he read a great deal, got what he calls ‘a conges- 
tion of ideas’ and became — he who had been a big, jovial 
boy — a child so pale and thin that in 1813 a letter 
from the Director begged his family to take him back and 
care for him He recovered quickly, completed his studies 
in Tours, then in Paris, where his father had received an 
appointment, and entered a solicitor’s office at the age of 
seventeen 

We have a portrait of him by Deveria, drawn at about 
this tune The head is well-shaped, the eyes bright and 
tender, the expression frank and wholesome. We know that 
he then displayed an exuberant gaiety and a boisterous 
verve Yet he did not consider himself a happy jierson. His 
favourite motto was, ‘Fu^e, late, tace — flee, hide youself, 
keep silent ’ Between this desire to keep in the shadow and 
his solar gaiety the contradiction is only apparent Verve 
and loud laughter, m certain beings, are violent states that 
more or less adequately mask the emotions Balzac was 
piossessed of bummg passions What, did he want? To be 
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famous and to be loved . Now he was an obscure 
notary’s clerk, his father did not give him a sou, and the 
women of Pans, who struck him as so beautiful, did not 
look at him 

To his favourite sister Laura, who like so many sisters of 
men of genius was for him a confidante and an ally, he writes, 
‘And this mill-stone rotation they call living' If there were 
only someone to give a touch of warmth to this cold exis- 
tence' 1 have not yet produced the flowers of life and I am 
m the only season when they bloom' Of what use to me 
IS fortune and its enjoyment at the age of sixty, when all 
you can do is be present to watch others live, when you 
have only to pay for your seat and it is no longer necessary 
to wear actors’ clothes’ An old man is a fellow who has 
had his dinner and who watches the others come and eat 
theirs Well, my platter is empty, it is not golden, the 
tablecloth is dull, the dishes insipid I am hungry and there 
IS nothing to feed my appetite What do 1 need? . . 
Ortolans — for I have only two passions — love and glory — 
and nothing is yet satisfied, nothing ever will be . ’ This 
IS the stereotyped complaint of adolescents 

When he reached the age of twenty, his father made him 
a proposal Honors could marry the daughter of a great 
notary and later become the head of the office Monsieur 
Balzac found this solution all the more attractive as he 
himself had just been retired and was going to live hence- 
forth m the country Honore answered that since his child- 
hood his dream had been to write and that he did not want 
to be a notary The family became indignant, his brilliant 
and cruel mother made fun of him ; only Laura took his 
side. He had an iroij w'lll, he won out His father (over 
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Madame Balzac’s protests) allowed him a grace period of 
two years, during which the young man would receive 
fifteen hundred francs a year After this trial period, if he 
had not given proof of his genius, he would have to return 
to the ranks Here he is, then, established in a mansajaJ 
attic on Rue Lesdigui^res, working like a convict and chal- 
lenging Pans, as his hero Rastignac was to do later. One 
may recall the last Imes of Old Father Gonot 

‘Rastignac, left to himself, took a few steps toward the 
upper end of the cemetery and saw Pans lying tortuously 
along the two banks of the Seme, where the lights were 
beginnmg to gleam His eyes fastened almost avidly to the 
part of It stretching between the Place Vendome and the 
Dome of the Invahdes, where Jived the high society to 
which It had been his dream to be admitted Over this 
humming hive he cast a glance that seemed in anticipation 
to suck the store of honey, and uttered these grandiose 
words, ‘And now we two can fight it out' . . 

But m 1821 Balzac was hardly thinking of composing 
novels on the manners of his time This was an unknown 
genre Known were the personal, analytic novel in the man- 
ner of Benjamin Coristant’s Adolphe , the novel in the form 
of letters of the type of Delphine, by Madame de Stael, and 
The New Heloise, the historical novel d la Walter Scott. No 
one, save perhaps Henri Beyle, then wholly unknown, 
thought of describing an epoch, which yet was the most 
romantic the world had ever known the dramas of the 
Revolution, of the Empire, and of the Restoration After 
an unsuccessful attempt at tragedy Balzac, m his attic, tried 
his hand under assumed names at popular novels — far- 
fetched and full of terror, which (tljough less well done) 
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were reminiscent of Bug Jargal and Han d’Islande that Victor 
Hugo was comjjosmg at about the same time. 

The young Honor^ de Balzac had verve, gifts, perhaps 
genius, but he lacked subjects and material He had to leam 
about life and love. At this point the hrst woman m his life 
appears, 

2 La Dilecta 

In Villeparisis, to which Monsieur de Balzac the elder 
had retired (the ‘de’ had been added by the family at the 
time of Laura’s marriage to Monsieur de Surville), lived 
a Madaijje de Bemy who, by a curious coincidence, bore 
the name of Laura, like Balzac’s mother and like his sister 
A woman of forty-five, the daughter of a German musician 
who had been attached to Mane-Antoinette, the god- 
daughter of the Queen, the wife of a man of rank who was 
capricious and cantankerous, by whom she had had nine 
children, she was not beautiful (her nose, m particular, 
was unenviably conspicuous). But she preserved an air of 
hnesse — supple, with a suggestion of languor, even of 
voluptuousness about her Perhaps it was from her German 
father that she had acquired a caressing softness, to which 
the Court of France had fortunately added wit, gaiety and 
a touch of cynicism. 

Like most adolescents, Balzac had for a long time been 
in love, without knowmg with whom. A great reader of 
The New Hdloise and the Cor^essions, he was looking for a 
Madame de Warens 

‘This is how 1 am and how I will always be — excessively 
timid, madly m love, and chaste to the point of not daring 
to say, “I love.” I admit that there is nothmg I resemUe less 
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than a lover; I have neither the air nor the manners of a 
lover , I have neither grace nor boldness ; nothing aggressive ; 
in a word, I am like certam girls who appear awkward, 
stupid, timid, gentle, and who hide under this veil a fire 
which, once it has burst through the ashes that cover it, 
will consume the heart, and the house, and everything . . . 
Yet I shall never describe my character better than has 
already been done by a great man Re-read the Confessions 
and you will find it throughout . . 

This IS an extremely revealing text, which shows us that 
we must not attach too much importance to Balzac’s blus- 
tering side. « 

Deprived of maternal love, drawn toward the mature 
woman who could bring him knowledge of the world, he 
wrote to this forty- year-old mother of a family ardent letters . 

‘I expect from you neither love, nor astonishment, nor 
mockery, nor disdain, even less contempt. But I have always 
suspected that there was in the heart of every woman a 
feelmg that lies on the confines of tenderness and friendship ; 
It IS the compassion, the generous pity that holds out a hand 
to madmen as to the unhappy. . . Adieu, Madame, adieu, 
and permit me, instead of the banal phrases with which one 
usually concludes, to deposit here, in this place, my whole 
soul, an unsullied, irreproachable soul, which I make bold 
to offer you as one of the purest gifts that anyone could 
receive Adieu. , . 

Madame de Bemy was probably surprised, but she an- 
swered, which is always imprudent — and perhaps she 
wanted to be impnident Immediately the young Balzac 
became more enterpnsing. 

‘Thff first time 1 saw you, my sense<i were stirred and my 
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imagination kindled to the point of believing you to be 
perfect ... So your forty-five years do not exist for me, 
or if I am aware of them for a moment I regard them as a 
proof of the strength of my passion, smee you seem to think 
they ought to break its charm . . Your age, which would 

make you ridiculous to me if really I did not love you, is 
on the contrary a bond, something pungent which by its 
oddness and its contrast with usual ideas, attaches me . . .’ 

There were conversations, hours spent reading together, 
meetings at night in the garden, the husband’s absences, and 
in a few weeks this adventure reached its normal climax. 

‘Oh fcaura, it is in the middle of a ni^t full of you, in 
the bosom of its silence and pursued by the memory of 
your mad kisses that I write you — and what ideas can 1 
possibly have’ You have carried them all away Yes, my 
entire soul has become attached to yours and you will walk 
henceforth only with me Oh' I am surrounded by a 
tenderly enchanting and magic wonder, I see only the 
bench, I feel only your soft pressure, and the flowers that 
are before me, all withered though they are, preserve an 
intoxicating fragrance . . You betray fears and you express 
them in a tone that rends my heart Alas' I am sure now 
of what I swore to you, for jour kisses have changed noth- 
ing. . . Oh ' yes, I am changed, I love you to the point of 
madness!’ 

So far there is nothing that is not quite ordinary. The 
sequel IS more highly seasoned. Madame de Bemy, having 
lived at the Court, having known through her mother (who 
had been lady-in-waiting to the Queen) a thousand stories 
of the Old Regime, havmg lived through the Revolution 
under romantic circftnstances and kept many aristocratic 
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friends in the society of the Restoration, could teach Balzac 
many a thing on life and on society Now it happened that 
this young man had a voracious, universal curiosity Every- 
thing interested him business, politics, women’s dresses, 
furniture, houses, and especially ‘the seamy side of con- 
temporary history,’ the secret side of History Madame 
de Bemy, on all these subjects, was rich in memories How 
many novels she must have told him between kisses, on the 
garden bench I 

She gave him not only subjects but the audacity to treat 
them At this moment he needed, more than anything else, 
tenderness, admiration, a woman who believed unreservedly 
in his genius Laura de Bemy was this woman and she made 
Balzac conscious of his power. ‘At the beginning of my 
life, ’ he writes after her death, ‘she was a true mother . . 

Mon Dieu, I have not a soul that knows me, there was only 
one . ’ 

The style of Madame de Bemy, whose letters we have, 
was not very good More exactly, it was banal, and resem- 
bled all the cooings of women in love, which are vocal 
exercises rather than phrases But the literary influence on 
Balzac of the first woman who knew him well was none the 
less excellent It was she who gave him, through her stones, 
the precious and new idea of composing on his own time 
novels similar to those of Walter Scott On her advice he 
made a stay in Fougferes, at General de Pommereul’s, which 
gave him the matenal he needed to wnte The Chouans Had 
It not been for her we should perhaps not have had our 
Balzac. For there are geniuses who die without havmg ex- 
pressed themselves But after her came others, who com- 
pleted her work. 
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3. The Others 

Balzac’s second inspirer was the Duchesse d’Abrantfes, 
Madame Junot, whose name also was Laura, and to whom 
he had perhaps been attracted because of that Biteful name, 
Madame d’Abrantfes was no younger than Madame de Bemy; 
she had the voice of an old non-com, a horse-hke profile. 
But for a Balzac she was prodigiously interesting, having 
known the Emperor Napoleon, been Mettemich’s mistress, 
and reigned at Jimot's side in Spam and Portugal. To the 
Human Comedy she brought the Empire, as Madame de Bemy 
had brought the Old Regime It was a coalition ministry. 

Two other women piarticipiated in this initiation of Balzac 
to life. Madame Zulma Carraud, a boarding-school friend 
of Laura Balzac de Surville, had married an instructing officer 
at Saint-Cyr. Of all Balzac’s inspirers, she was the most 
discriminating She was also the most inaccessible and never 
did he speak to her of love. 

‘I do not want, ’ she wrote to him, ‘I have never wanted 
the charming friendship you offer to the women who in 
a thousand ways are better than I. I aspire to a more ele- 
vated sentiment You must esteem me enough to put me 
m reserve, so to speak , and if something unforeseen should 
come and disturb your joy, if some disappomtment should 
wound your heart, you can then appieal to me and you will 
see how I will respond to such a call.’ 

She was faithful to this programme and her whole cor- 
respondence with Balzac inspires the highest opinion of her 
character and her mtelligence. Yet it seems that she brought 
him fewer useful elements of work than Laura de Bemy, 
than Laura d’Abrant^or than a third Muse, the Marquise 
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(later Ducbesse) de Castries. The latter, nde Maille, had 
written to Balzac in 1831, under the name of an imaginary 
Englishwoman, as for that matter she had written to Samte- 
Beuve after he had published Volupti, and as she was sub- 
sequently to write to many other novelists. He answered 
her letter. She ended by giving him her real name, and 
received him in the boudoir where she had spent her life, 
almost always recumbCBf^ ever since she had been injured 
in a hunting accident Illness is for wornen^ both a defence 
a mj 3 cha rqi The burning and naive Balzac fell head over 
heels in love. This was an unlucky stroke Madame de 
Castries was a coquette, happy to arouse desires, firmly 
resolved not to satisfy them Like all wealthy women she 
cost him plenty of money, for in order to please her he 
wanted to have a tilbury, two servants, two horses, a ^ge 
at the Opera, and to live on the scale of a man of fashion 

He incurred many debts, declared his Jove and obtained 
nothing Madame de Castries made fun of him, forced him 
to travel, called him to Aix-les-Bains where she was taking 
the waters, and yielded him not a whit more in Savoy than 
she had in Pans 

‘I have to traipse all the way to Aix,' he wrote to Zulma 
Carraud, ‘run after someone who makes fun of me. . . . 
One of those aristocratic women you hate, one of those 
angelic beauties to whom one attributes a fine soul, the 
true Duchess, very disdainful, very loving, discnminatmg, 
witty, coquettish — she is like nothing I have ever known! — 
a phenomenon who says she loves me, and then vanishes, 
who wants to keep me stowed away in a palace in Venice . . . 
and who wants me to wnte only for her . . . One of those 
women whom you must worship on your knees when they 
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want you to, and whom it is such a pleasure to conquer; 
the woman of dreams’ Ah’ I would be better off m 
Angouleme, at the Poudrerie, nice and quiet, listening to 
the mills rattle and stuffing myself with truffles, laughing 
and talking . . than wastmg my time and my life . . . ’ 

One can imagine how much all these mtngues worried 
Madame de Bemy. 

‘A deadly fear sometimes makes my heart leap,’ she 
would write to Balzac ‘I thmk that if a certain lady should 
write you asking you to come to her you would be good 
enough to go! Didn’t another lady (Madame d’Abrantfes) 
make yOu come back all the way from Tours to Versailles 
to console her for troubles which her egoism made her 
exaggerate to you? Here the circumstance is much more 
serious, and unfortunately your vanity is always awake and 
active and has all the more hold over you since you have 
no idea of its strength However, my dearly beloved friend, 
son of love, if you will, do listen to reason . . 

He listened to her all the more readily as he was coming 
to hate the Duchesse de Castries A great worker is always 
saved from flirts m the end by the time they make him lose 
Moreover, the perspicacity of a woman m love is very adept 
at teanng other women apart Read Madame de Bemy on 
the subject of the Duchesse de Castries’ prose 

‘My darling, what a fabric of brazen lies ’ of sanctimonious- 
ness! of vanity! of exaggerations of every sort’ Ah! my jjet, 
it IS your good angel that has delivered you from the mis- 
fortune of belonging 'to such a woman . . 

It IS a curious phenomenon that Madame de Bemy, who 
herself wrote m such bad taste, gave Balzac the best kmd 
of literary advice. He needed to have close to him a woman- 
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genius — but for whom, he used to say, he would go ‘slightly 
mad ’ When Louis Lambert was in proof he asked la Dilecta 
for her crititisms, they were everythmg they should ha,ve 
been Madame de Bemy made him feel the danger there was 
in depicting a ‘superior spirit’ and in saying of his hero ‘that 
he has developed thought to its vastest expression ’ She 
urged Balzac not to brag, as he usually did 

‘Let the crowd see you, my darling, from all sides because 
of the height you have reached, but don’t yell to them to 
admire jou . .’ 

And so It IS right that he should have dedicated Louis 
Lambert to her 'Et nunc et semper Ttilectae dedicatum 
Both now and always dedicated to the beloved . . It is 
right also that he should have written in The Duchesse de 
f Langeais ‘It is on ly a woman’s last love that can satisfy 
a man’s first ’ 

Unfortunately, m 1832 Madame de Bemy is fifty-six years 
old, and, however tender Balzac tries to be toward her, he 
sliows a little weariness 

‘Since I have had ideas and feelings,’ Balzac writes, ‘I 
have belonged wholly to love, and the first person I met 
was an accomplished heroine, an angelic heart, the most 
discriminating spirit Diabolical Nature had added to this 
a fatal but f . BUT she was twenty-two years older than 
I, so that if the ideal was morally surpassed, the material, 
which counts for a good deal, imposed impassable limits , . , 
I lacked one-half of eveiythmg ’ 

A mistress of fifty-two cannot but be indulgent she can 
open her arms when her unhappy lover comes and weeps 
to her over the humiliations which another woman has 
mflicted on him It was to Madame ^de Bemy that Balzac 
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confessed his love’s labours lost with Madame de Castries, 
and then another adventure with a beautiful Polish woman, 
Madame Hanska (who much later was to become Madame 
de Balzac). To the latter, whom he called VEtrangere, he 
wrote' 

‘Tomorrow, if you wished it, I would break my pen; 
tomorrow no woman would hear my voice again . . I 
would only ask mercy for la Dilecta, who is my mother; 
she will soon be fifty-eight, you would not be jealous of 
her, you who are so young'’ 

It IS an essential trait of Balzac’s ^enim that he was en- 
gendered, npurished,^ rs^Sed by women Before him, noveP 
I'sts had hardly spoken of women except as men .Madame 
de Clives, Julia, are less real women than women such as 
men would like them to be. Even the women novelists, 
Madame de La Fayette, Madame de Stael, sacrificed their 
profound knowledge of their sex to the exigencies of the 
male readers who ask for lovely falsehoods But the heroines 
of Balzac, physiologically and emotionally, are women. 
Read the Memoirs oj Two Young Married Women, The Woman 
of Thir^, Cousin Bette, and especially the Secrets the Vrincesse 
Cfldj^nan— every sincere woman will admit that these cruel 
portraits are true. 

Because he loved women older than himself, Balzac pro- 
longed the age of love in fiction. The Woman of Thirty is 
bom to the novel thanks to him, even though he did not 
dare to depict his own case — deeply movmg as it is — to its 
conclusion, nor the death of the old woman whom one has 
once loved. In 1834 began the illness which was to be 
Madame de Bemy’s last. 

‘She carries frienjjship to the pomt of concealing her 
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sufferings from me , she wants to be well because of me. 
Grand Dieu ' How she has changed m the last two months I 
I was horror-stricken ’ 

When she was dead 

‘I went back to my labours this morning, in obedience 
to the last words Madame de Bemy wrote me . . She 

had only one criticism to make of The Lily in the Vall^, and 
It was in this connection that she wrote, “I can now die; 
I am sure you will wear on your brow the crown I have 
always wished to see there The Lily is a sublime work, 
without flaw or rift Only — the death of Madame de 
Mortsauf does not require her horrible regrets , they spoil 
the beautiful letter she writes ” So, today, 1 have piously 
cut out the hundred lines which, according to many people, 
detracted from this creation I have not regretted a single 
one of them and each time my pen passed over one, never 
was a man’s heart more strongly moved I thought 1 saw 
that great and sublime woman, that angel of friendship, 
before me, smiling at me as she would smile when 1 made 
use of that force which is so rare, which consists of cutting 
off one of one’s members and feeling neither pain nor regret, 
of correcting and conquering oneself ’ 

Here we discover Balzac at his best. ‘That great and 
sublime woman ’ One of Balzac’s superiorities over 
most other novelists is that he was never afraid to depict 
sublime creatures, nor for that matter to portray monsters. 
If The Human Comedjr is illuminated, here and there, by a 
few fine-souled characters, this is due in large part to Laura 
de Bemy. And of this The Uly in the Yall^ is the most 
striking example. 
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4 from Keah^ to Fiction 

Balzac had immediate reasons for writing The Lily in the 
Yall^ The first was the fatal illness of Madame de Bemy, 
a threat that inspired Balzac with the desire to erect a 
literary monument to his friend that would be worthy of 
her and that she might see before she died The second, less 
noble, but also less compelling, was the publication by 
Sainte-Beuve of his novel, Volupte 

Balzac and Sainte-Beuve did not like each other And how 
could they have liked each other? Sainte-Beuve, a man of 
taste, was shocked by what he regarded as Balzac’s vul- 
garity; Balzac, a man of fire, was exasperated by Sainte- 
Beuve’s style, which he considered wavering and soft. 
Moreover, Sainte-Beuve, as a critic, had treated Balzac very 
badly, so that the latter was delighted when Sainte-Beuve, 
turning novelist, laid himself open to criticism There was 
in Sainte-Beuve somethmg of a frustrated creator , criticism 
seemed to him a last resort He was wrong, for he made 
criticism creative, but such was his feeling , he desired pas- 
sionately to be a poet and a novelist So he had undertaken 
to write a novel, inspired by his love of Madame Victor 
Hugo Voluptd was the story of the chaste love of a timid 
and passionate youth for a virtuous woman , of secret sensual 
pleasures to which the hero resorts to appease bis senses; 
and finally of a conversion There were some fine things 
about the novel, for Sainte-Beuve’s discrimination could 
not wholly fail to make itself felt , but it was too literary, 
saturated with Chateaubnand, and lifeless In reading it, 
Balzac must have triumphed and said to himself, ‘Why, this 
IS the bceuinme of. my adventure with Laura, transposed 
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into a platonic liaison. A fine subject I can do it over again, 
a hundred tunes better than Samte-Beuve ’ Hence The 
Liljf in the Vall^ 

The subject is veiy simple, but it is the ideal subject for 
a novel — the progressive discovery of love by an adolescent 
Felix de Vandenesse, belonging to a noble family of 
Touraine, has had a difficult childhood (Balzac’s), He knows 
nothing of women 

‘1 was growing out of an adolescence retarded by my 
labours into a maturity which was belatedly pushing forth 
Its green shoots No young man was better prepared than 
1 to feel and to love If you are to appreciate what is to 
follow you must imagine yourself carried back to that lovely 
age when your Jlips were virgin of lies, when your eyes 
looked frankly and fearlessly at the world, though veiled by 
eyelids weighted by the timidities that conflict with desire, 
when your mind did not give ground to the Jesuitism of 
society, when the cowardice of your heart equalled in 
violence the generosity of your first impulse ’ 

One day, in his province of Touraine, at the age of twenty, 
he attends his first ball and finds himself seated beside an 
unknown woman, so beautiful that, without knowing what 
he IS doing, Felix kisses her bare shoulder She utters a 
piercing cry, turns round and says, ‘Monsieur!’ and walks 
off with the stateliness of a queen. 

Who IS she ? Felix does not dare ask, looks for her every- 
where in Touraine. One day he discovers a ravishing valley, 
a magnificent emerald bowl at the bottom of which the 
river Inare indolently winds its coils 

‘If this woman lives anywhere in the world, ’ thinks Felix, 
‘this is the place.’ 
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He is not mistaken, and it is in the little chateau of 
Clochegourde that Madame de Mortsauf lives He is intro- 
duced there by a neighbour She has two sick children, a 
prematurely aged husband, who is a restless, jealous, 
odious character But it has never occurred to her that 
she could do anything else in her life than devote herself 
to her family Yet she suffers, and F^lix, who also knows 
moral anguish, understands her sufferings As she is pure, 
she does not take umbrage when she sees him come to 
call Besides, he has v/on over the Comte de Mortsauf by 
his willingness to take lessons in backgammon and in 
agricultiltre 

But the moment Felix broaches the subject of love, 
Madame de Mortsauf stops him 

‘That IS the one thing you mustn’t do If you don’t 
understand, I shall have to ask you never to come 
again.' 

He accepts the condition, and is content occasionally to 
brush against her dress, kiss her hand 

‘When words failed, silence faithfully served our souls 
which, so to speak, entered each into the other without 
obstacle, but without being invited by a kiss both savouring 
the charms of a pensive torpor, they launched upon the 
waves of the same reverie, plunged together into the nver, 
emerged refreshed like two nymphs as perfectly muted as 
jealousy could wish, but without any terrestrial bond. Wc 
would enter into a bottomless pit, return to the surface 
empty-handed, asking each other with a glance, “Will we 
ever have just a day that we can call our own among so 
many days ?” ’ 

Then Felix enters flito political life, guided by Madame 
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de Mortsauf’s wisdom, as Balzac had been by that of 
Madame de Bemy, he obtains a confidential post under 
Louis XVIII 

‘MadanM-de Mortsauf had seen the thing clearly. I o-vyed 
her everything^ power and riches, happiness and knowledg#, 
she guided, and eocouiaged me, purihed my iieart and gave 
to my will that unity without which the forces of youth are 
uselessly spent.’ 

In Pans he meets a beautiful Englishwoman, Lady Arabelle 
Dudley, who tries to win him because she feels him to be 
bound to another Resistance sharpens their passions. 

‘Laughingly she would make the humblest offers? promise 
a limitless discretion, or else again merely ask to be allowed 
to love me. One day, appealmg to all the waverings of my 
over-scrupuloUs conscience and the frenzied desires of my 
youth, she said to me 

‘ “I shall always be your friend, and your mistress whenever 
you want me ” 

‘At last she plotted to use my very integrity to bnng 
about my undomg, she won over my valet, and after an 
evening when she had appeared so beautiful that she 
was sure she had excited my desires, 1 found her in my 
apartment.’ 

From that moment Felix de Vandenesse is tom between 
Lady Dudley and Henriette de Mortsauf, as Balzac must have 
been between the ageing Madame de Bemy and some 
younger mistress Madame de Mortsauf dies of gnef, and 
on the brink of eternity at last finds strength to confess her 
love. 

‘Farewell, dear chi^ of my heart! This is the quite lucid 
ftrewell, still full of life, the farewell of a soul into which 
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you have poured joys too great to allow you the least 
remorse over the catastrophe they have brought , I use this 
word, behevmg that you love me, for 1 am neanng my final 
rest, immolate^ to duty, and I tremble, not without 
regret. . . 

Such IS this novel, which some consider ridiculous 
because the language of love it employs has a Somewhat too 
noble cast. But this is how Laura de Bemy spoke, who was 
none the less a woman very authentically in love Was it 
then her noveP We know that it was not, that she was 
infinitely less lily-hke than Madame de Mortsauf, that there 
was no Lady Dudley m Balzac’s life Yet she gave to the 
book that inner, intimate impulse without which a book 
IS merely a book The emotion of the adolescent who loves 
for the first time, the emotion of the man who, not without 
a sense of guilt, witnesses the death of the first woman he 
has loved, this is what Balzac found in his memories, and 
this IS what makes The Lily in the Vallej a ‘great and sublime’ 

* book The novelist does not copy real women, but he owes 
to them the depth of feeling, the breath of life that animates 
the creatures bom of his imagination Now read The Duchesse 
de Langeais and you will see how he there transjioses the 
cocjuetnes of Madame de Castries, and the legitimate fuiies 
they aroused in Balzac. 


5 

Because intelligent women had guided him, and because 
he had been willing to be guided by them, Balzac created 
heroines more carnally feminine thaj> his predecessors had 
done To all appearances a few women played a great role 
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in his emotional life In fact they played such a role only to 
the extent to which they brought him elements for his work 
‘Now,’ he said one day, ‘we must Jook above ^^1^1 1 ’_ He 
did see muclLJugher J:han this,^ but he also knew what lies 
below the belt, and such was his duty as a novelist. 
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ESCAPE IN LOVE 
Madame Bova^ 




Madame Bovarj 

CALL clasaic that which. i& healthy, jxiiaantic that I 
which IS unhealthy,’ said Goethe. This is true in a sense, 
for the classic strives to impose measure and form upon his 
ideas, while the romantic abandons himself to ‘the sensual 
delight of disaster ’ Perhaps it would be better to designate 
as classic every artist who strives to represent reality as it 
is, and romantic every art that flees reality This would 
mean that no artist is altogether a classic, nor altogether a 
romantic Corneille has romantic aspects and his heroes are 
bigger than life, Hugo has classic traits and his Things Seen j 
are admirably realistic But it is certain that there are * 
epochs, the great classic epochs, in which most of the 
writers strive to observe men objectively, and others, the 
romantic epochs, when artists seek to evade reality and to 
live a dream. 

We have shown that in the eighteenth century the 
romantic escape sometimes assumed the form of exoticism, 
that IS to say a flight into space (Paul and Virginia), some- 
times the form of a return to natural and pnmitive life, that 
is to say a flight into time (the noble Savage) In the nine- 
teenth century the forms of escape are different, but the 
need of flight remams the same because the society of the 
Restoration contains numerous elements of instability. It 
does not accept itself. Whence a n^ escape into the past 
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with the love of the romantics for historic novels (Notre 
Dame de Pans, Cinq-Mars), escape into a newly discovered 
class with the jjopular romanticism of George Sand and the 
men of 1 848 ; escape into the future with the illusions of 
a Renan or a Zola as to the world that science will create 

Classic style is sober Because it is objective, it employs 
above all substantives and verbs Romantic style isJyrical 
and subjective, because its object' is within the writer 
Toward'the middle of the nineteenth century, Musset m the 
Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet, made fun of the romantic style. 

' ‘Romanticism,’ he said, ‘is simply the art of employing 
useless adjectives ' 

And he gave a Portrait of Two Children in a natural style 
and in a romantic style 

Natural style. 

‘No cares had wrinkled their brows, no intemperance 
had corrupted their blood. No unhappy passion had depraved 
their hearts Day by day love, innocence and piety enhanced 
the beauty of their souls with ineffable grace in their 
features, their attitudes and their movements.’ 

Romantic s^le 

‘No premature cares had wrmkled their innocent brows, 
no intemperance had corrupted their young blood, no un- 
happy passion had depraved their childish hearts, which 
were as fresh as flowers just unfolding; day by day their 
candid love, their innocence at play, their gentle piety en- 
hanced the serene beauty of their radiant souls with in- 
ef&ble grace m their supple attitudes and their harmonious 
movements.’ 

This parody of romanticism by a disciple of Byron is a 
sign of the times , it shows that the ilite reacts to it with 
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disgust, at least in its vulgar forms This disgust is to grow. 
About 1850 the French public, disappointed in the 
monarchy and in the republic, in the lyrical drama and the 
historic novel, m the excesses of passion as m those of the 
revolution, was ready to enjoy a book that would bum what 
It had worshippied, just as the ^>anish public had been ready, 
m the time of Don Quixote, to welcome a parody of the 
novels of chivalry. It may be said (and I believe it is Albert 
Thibaudet who was the first to say it) that Flaub ert is the 
Cervantes of the Frenchjnovel, Before analysing Madame 
Borarjr, let us see how life had prepiared this novelist to 
become (apparently at least) a condemner of the mroantic. 


I . The Man 

At the outset he was ‘a child of the century ’ The son 
of a great surgeon of Rouen, he was raised in a hospital and 
his first vision of the world was a Danse Macabre. 

‘The amphitheatre of the Hospital overlooked our garden ; 
how many times, with my sisters, we climbed the^trellis 
and, hanging among the vines, looked at the outstretched 
corpses! The sun beat down on them, the same flies that 
circled round us and on the flowers alighted on them, came 
back, buzzed . 

Flaubert remains marked by this sight. Later, to his mis- 
tress Louise Colet, he writes ‘The sjght of a naked woman 
causes me to meditate about her skeleton.’ 

Very young, too, he glimpses the skeleton of human souls. 
I mean that ossifie d armature of vulgar ideas which ^Ists 
beneath the surftFCC'of the most remarkable spirits, of which 
FlaiiEeit was to make the Dictionary (^Accepted Ideas, Bouvard 
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and Tecuchet, and no doubt also the character of Ho^is. 
Thibaudet has remarked that the first letter in his Correspon- 
dence, a letter written at the age of nme, begins with this 
sentence, ‘Dear friend, you are right in observing that New 
Year’s Day is stupid ’ Almost all the actions of men appear 
to him stupid 

‘Stupidity creeps into my pores,’ he says, ‘dismal gro- 
tesqueness exerts an unbelievable charm ujion me It cor- 
responds to an intimate need in my nature, which is 
buffoonishly hitter It does not make me laugh, but dream 
enSteSsIy I feel it so well wherever it is to be found, as well 
as in myjelf This is why I love to analyse it , it is a study 
that amuses me ’ 

Flaubert’s life is a long revolt against universal stupidity, 
a violent revolt Flaubert was bom h’lndignant (and he 
, always writes the word with an aspirate h, to accentuate its 
imjiortance), indignant and exasperated by those men ‘whose 
lives are filled by two passions to make their fortune and 
to live for themselves that is to say to constrict their souls 
between their shops and their digestions ’ Flaubert’s vice, 
his masochism, is that even while hating bourgeois stupidity, 
he begins when he is still very young, to depict it His 
friends and he invented a type of obstreperous Gaudissart 
(the hero of Balzac’s The Illustrious Gaudissart)- Le Garcon, 
a kind of ‘romantic Guignol’ whose role each of them would 
play by turn in the course of their walks about Rouen 

But this adolescent is as enthusiastic over beauty as he is 
revolted by baseness 

‘Oh, how much better I love pure poetry, the cnes of the 
soul, sudden outpourings, deep sighs, thoughts that come 
from the heart!’ 
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His great literary admirations go to Hugo, Rabelais, 
Shakespeare, Byron and Rousseau’s Confessions, Hugo above 
all, whom he loves passionately When, one day, he is able 
to pay Victor Hugo a visit, he writes 

‘I enjoyed seeing him at close range , 1 gazed upon him 
with astonishment, as upon a cask in which there halj been 
millions and royal diamonds, reflecting on everythingtthat 
had come forth from this man who sat beside me on a little 
chair, and looking at his right hand that has written so maiw 
beautiful things Here was the man who has made my heart! 
beat most violently since 1 was bom, and the one whom 
perhaps I loved most of all those 1 do not know ’ ^ 

Flaubert liked to say that one of the greatest emotions of 
his youth had been the reading of Goethe’s Faust He had 
read it in Rouen, on the Cours-la-Reine, that fine prome- 
nade planted with tall trees, on the left bank of the Seine 
TTie church-bells, on the opposite bank, would resound in 
the air and mingle with Goethe’s fine poetry 

‘Christ IS risen' Complete peace and joy Do you 

already announce, deep bells, the first hour of Easter Day? 
Celestial canticle, strong and sweet, whj do you seek me 
in the dust^’ 

His head would reel and he returned home as if dazed 
Beside such emotions, his first love impulses seem rather 
lacking in vividness In the presence of a little English girl- 
friend of his sisters, who frightens him, he cannot overcome 
embarrassment Then in Trouville, at the age of fifteen, he 
meets Mane Schlesmger, the wife of a big-business man; 
It IS she, or rather the memory of this love, that he later 
transforms mto Madame Amoux, the heroine of The Senti- 
mental Education It seems that she w«s beautiful , she was 
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thirteen years older than he , his feelings toward her were 
wholly platonic. But for Flaubert, who is imaginative and 
susceptible, the protective, maternal and inaccessible 
woman is the only kind he can love at that time Soon this 
timidity is singularly heightened by illness. What was this 
nervous malady of Flaubert’s? We do not know exactly In 
any case it was such that it prevented him, during a great 
part of his life, from livmg m society. Hence his retire- 
ment to the little house m Croisset 

Yet he is known to have had one mistress, and what a 
thistress! Louise Colet . . Louise Colet had almost all the 

I. 

great Writers of this period for lovers She was a superb 
woman, a poet who dedicated her pink complexion, her 
'blonde hair, and her lovelyeyes to the service of her poetry 
As the mistress of Victor Cousin, of Victor Hugo, of Alfred 
de Vigny, of Alfred de Musset, she received four times the 
Poetry Prize which those great men awarded Maxime du 
Camp has said of her 

‘She was pretty, rather stockily built, with an odd con- 
trast between her features, which were delicate, and her 
demeanour, which was mannish Heavy extremities, a harsh 
voice, betrayed an essential vulgarity ’ 

But Maxime du Camp was not in love with her and was 
never quite fair to her 

Flaubert met her m 1 846 , he was twenty-live years old 
. . Two months later she was his mistress He seems to 

have loved her greatly Yet she must quickly have irritated 
him. First by her literature, which was bad, and also by her 
letters and her conversation If anyone m the world deserved 
to fill the Dictionoy' of Accepted Ideas with his remarks it was 
surely Louise Colet, fiir she uttered on the subject of love 
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and of poetry all the imaginable pla fflides Toward the end 
of their relationship, Flaubert wfites to her 

‘I had expected to find in you a less feminine personality, 
a more universal conception of life , . . But no. The heart, 
the poor heart, that charming heart with its eternal graces, 
IS always there, even among the highest . . ’ 

A gracious, courteous, tender manner, but a rather frank 
one, of confessing a disappointment At the beginning he 
himself had rung the note of romantic love His first letter 
IS the letter of any young lover- 

‘Twelve hours ago, we were still together . . How far 
away it already seems I The night now is warm and soft, I 
hear the t ulip -tree, which is under my window, rustle in 
the wind, and when I look up I see the moon reflected in 
the river. I am alone, and I have ]ust arranged and put away 
safely all the things you gave me, your two letters are in 
the embroidered case , I shall re-read them when I have 
sealed mine. ... You are the only woman I have loved 
One woman I loved from the age of fourteen to twenty 
without telling her, without touching her. . 1 thought 

for a time that 1 would die so, and I thanked Heaven. You 
are the only one whom I have dared hope would like me, 
and perhaps the only one who has liked me. Thank you! 
Thank you! . .’ 

Flaubert at a later time would have made fun of such 
phrases. However, he very quickly takes hold of himself 
When Louise Colet sends him an orange blossom one can 
feel his exasperation 

‘Thank you for your little orange blossom. Your whole 
letter is filled with its fragrance Whether it was plucked 
from the tree, given by a man or a*woman, it is no less 



164 




Seren Faces lofe 


beautiful to me, I assure you; it came from you, was sent 
by you, that is all I need This attentiveness, by the way, 
touches me I quite recognize you in this How do you 
manage to get so much delight out of trifles, to give so 
much flavour to mere nothmgs?’ 

Then everything spoils 

‘It seems to me that you are constantly taking me for 
jsomething that I am not , now you make me out a kind of 
mllain in a melodrama, and the next time you liken me to 
a travelling salesman Between ourselves, I am neither so 
high nor so low You vulgarize or poetize me too much It’s 
the old %iama of women of ignoring J^e half-tones and not 
wantmg to understandT complex creatures — and there are 
so few simple souls' , . 

‘I have been so often humiliated, 1 have caused so many 
scandals, raised so many shouts, that I cam e to recognise 
a long time ago that in order to lea^ a^uiet life one must 
live atone tmd-seal all one’s windows lest the air of society 
reach one I always preserve m spite of myself something 
of this habit; this is why, for several years, I have systemati- 
call^ ayoided the company of women.’ 

Thibaudet believes that Flaubert loved Louise Colet to 
the point of deceiving himself as to the value of her work. 
Re-reading the Correspondence, I have on the contrary the 
impression that there is at the beginning, in Flaubert’s 
eulogies, an element of amorous mdulgence and an element 
of politeness , subsequently, an increasu^ dose of irritation. 

In love as m friendship, he shows himself brutal, iiasc^le, 
capable of violent revulsions. Louise Colet, after the break, 
would speak of ‘his monstrous personality, becoimng m- 
creasingly exaspierated in solitude’ and also of ‘the being 



who, by bis proud hardness, wielded an irresistible power 
over her ’ All this, no doubt, was true 

Louise Colet, through her artificial romanticism, un- 
questionably gave Flaubert certain of the elements out of 
which he was later to make Madame Bova^ He does not 
immediately utilize them Before giving himself up to the 
fury of objectivity which will engender Madame Bovary, he 
feels the desire to express what, in his nature, ‘corresponded 
to Shakespeare and to Goethe ’ But when he had completed 
the Temptation of 5amt Anthony, he read the manuscript to 
two of his most intimate friends, Maxime du Camp and 
Louis Bouilhet They came to Croisset The reading lasted 
more than thirty hours When it was over, the two judges 
protested against the unbridled lyricism of the work There 
was a long discussion in the garden in Croisset, a discussion 
which du Camp records for us 

‘ “Smce you have an irresistible tendency to lyricism,” 
said Maxime du Camp, “you must choose a subject in which 
lyricism would be so ridiculous that you will be forced to 
guard yourself against it and give it up Take a common- 
place subject, one of those incidents that bourgeois life is 
full of, and force yourself to treat it in a natural way ” ’ 
Louis Bouilhet added 

‘ “Why couldn’t you write the story of Delamare?” ’ 
Flaubert looked up, and joyfully exclaimed 
‘ “What an ideal . ” ’ 

Delamare, a former student of Flaubert’s father, had been 
a village doctor m Ry He had taken for a second wife a girl 
named Delphine Couturier Raised in a Rouen boarding- 
school, full of exaggerated ideas as to her own importance, 
she despised her husband, she ruined her household with 
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her extravagance and improvidence, with her provocative 
airs and her sensuality, she had lovers Abandoned by these, 
pursued by creditors, she took poison. She left a daughter 
to whom Delamare became attached But, m despair over 
I^he revelations each new day brought him as to his wife’s 
conduct, he finally killed himself 

This IS exactly the subject of Madame Bovarj, a subject 
which satisfied the aesthetic needs of Flaubert, his desire 
to ‘expand small subjects,’ to ‘make a book out of nothing,’ 
his belief ‘^aXjn literature there are no fine subjects, and 
that Yvetot is as good as Ginstantinople ’ His lightning 
response!, ‘What an ideal’ to Bouilhet’^s suggestion proves, 
as Thibaudet believes, that his fhend was preaching to one 
already converted 

When, in iSji, Flaubert harnesses himself to La Bovary, 
It may be said that his personal life (not his life as an artist 
but as a lover) is ended. In 1857 Jeanne de Loynes, the 
‘Lady with the Violets,’ piasses, very fleetingly, through his 
life The rest is not worth describing He begins Madame 
Bova^ at the age of thirty, and Monsieur Maynial rightly 
says that ‘at this age he has already lived his whole life.’ 
From 18^1 on, the story of his life is only the stoiy of his 
work. 


J. Madame Borary 

Charles Bovary, a country doctor and a widower, is called 
to attend a big Norman farmer, old Rouault, and here, by 
the sick-bed, meets the daughter, Emma He is surprised 
by the whiteness of her nails, ‘shmy, delicate at the tips, 
more polished than th* ivory of Dieppe and almond-shaped ’ 
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‘Her real beauty was m her eyes Although brown, they 
seemed black because of the lashe s, and her look came at 
you frankly, with a candid boldness. . Her neck stood 
out from a white tumed-down collar Her hair, whose two 
black folds seemed each of a single piece, so smooth were 
they, was parted in the middle by a delicate line that curved 
slightly with the curve of the head, and, just showing the 
tip of the ear, it was joined behind in a thick chignon, with 
a wavy Ime at the temples that the country doctor noticed 
now for the first time in his life Like a man, she had a piair 
of tortoise-shell glasses slipped between the two buttons of 
her bodice ’ 

He wishes to marry her, the father, too, is willing, 
Emma is b ored in the country Who knows ^ Perhaps this 
robust doctor would be the man of her dreams One can 
tell how romantic she is by this little sentence, which occurs 
at the moment of the account of the wedding; 

‘Emma would have preferred to have a midnight wedding 
with torches, but old Rouault could not understand such 
an idea ’ 

Charles Bovary is a disappointment to her: 

‘Before marriage she thought herself in love, but when 
the happiness that should have followed this love did not“ 
come she began to think she must have been mistaken And 
Emma tried to imagine what, exactly, was meant by the 
words Jeha^, passion and rapture, that had seemed to her 
so beauti^l in books ’ i ’ * 

In books . For it is an essential trait of Madame 
Bovary that she had formed her conception of life from 
books. 

‘She had read Paul and Virginia aad she had dreamed of 
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the little bamboo-house, the negro Dommgo, the dqgFidele, 
but above all of the sweet friendship of some dear little 
brother, who goes and picks red fruit for you m trees taller 
than steeples, or runs barefoot over the sand, bnnging you 
a bird’s nest ’ 

The landscape of Normandy, where she lives, does not 
inspire her to lyricism , she knows it too well 

‘She knew the lowing of cattle, the milking, the ploughs 
Accustomed to calm aspects of life, she turned on the con- 
trary to those of excitement She loved the sea only for its 
storms, and green fields only when they appeared here and 
there among luins She had to get some kind of personal 
profit out of things , and she rejected as useless all that did 
not contribute to the immediate desires of her heart — being 
of a temperament more sentimental than artistic, looking 
for emotions, not landscapes ’ 

Only love-life, as it is depicted in novels, moves and 
tempts her 

‘They were all love, lovers, sweethearts, persecuted ladies 
fainting in lonely pavilions, postilions killed at every stage, 
horses ridden to death on every page, sombre forests, heart- 
aches, vosvs, sobs, tears and kisses, little skiffs by moonlight, 
nightingales in shady groves, “gentlemen” brave as lions, 
gentle as lambs, virtuous as no one ever was, always well 
dressed, and weeping like fountains ’ 

At the moment everything had nourished her roman- 
ticism I 

‘In the music-class, in the ballads she sang, there was 
nothing but little angels with golden wings, madon nas, 
lagoons, gondoliers— -mild compositions that allowed her 
to glimpse, through die trivialities of style and the un- 
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certainty of the notes, the attractive phantas^^na 6f 
emotional realities ’ 

Romantic, too, were the engravmgs that she loved: 

‘Here behind the balustrad e of a balcony was a young man 
in a short cloak, holding in his arms a girl in a white dress 
wearing an alms-bag at her belt, or anonymous portraits of 
English ladies with fair curls who looked at you from under 
their round stiaw hats with their big bright eyes . And 
you, too , were there, Sultans with long pipes reclining 
beneath arboui-s m the arms of Bayaderes , Djiaours, Turkish 
sabres, Greek caps, and you especially, pale landscapes of 
dithyrambic lands, that often show us at once palmtrees 
and firs, tigers on the right, a lion to the left, Tartar 
minarets on the horizon, Ronun rums m the foreground, 
and crouching camels — the whole framed by a well- 
groomed virgin forest, and with a great perpendicular sun- 
beam trembling m the water, where, standing out in relief 
like white excoriations on a steel -gray-ground, swans are 
swimming about ’ 

Such were the elements of Emma Rouault’s dreams before 
marriage 

When she met Charles, the only man she has been able 
to see intimately at her father’s, because he is a doctor, the 
curiosity awakened by the presence of this stranger has 
made her believe that she was at last discovermg the mar- 
vellous passion which she had divined in engravmgs, in 
music and m novels Mamed, she cannot imagme to herself 
that the calm of her life with Charles is the happiness she 
has so often dreamed of 

Instead of living, she therefore continues to dream She 
dreams of voyages, of abductions m post-chaises, behind 
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blue silken curtains, of the sound of goat-bells and mountain 
cascades, of gulfs on whose shores one breathes the frag- 
rance of lemon-trees If Charles had been able to offer her 
travels, or at least to describe them, she would perhaps 
Ihave been happy But ‘Charles’s conversation was common- 
: place as a street pavement, and everyone’s ideas trooped 
through It in theif everyday garb He could neither 

swim, nor fence, nor shoot . A man, she thought, should 
initiate a woman to the energies of passion, engage m mani- 
fold activities ’ Her husband is a disappointment to her 

The love that would satisfy Emma Bovary would be an 
exotic, fxjokish love Is this not, at bottom, love as Flaubert 
the adolescent once dreamed it? For Flaubert bad to travel 
to the Orient and taste of Egyptian courtesans m order to ’ 
convmce himself of the vamty of his desires 

‘Emma,’ Albert Thibaudet tells us, ‘incarnates the double 
illusion whose perception m Flaubert is still fresh First the 
illusion in time . . . She does not believe things can appear 
the same at different times And since the portion already 
lived had been bad, no doubt what remained to be con- 
summated would be better Then the same illusion in space 
. . . All that immediately surrounded her the bormg 
countryside, the imbecile petty bourgeois, the mediocrity 
of existence, seemed to her an exception in the world, a 
particular hazard m which she happened to be caught, while 
beyond, the immense country of expiansive livmg and of 
passions spread out as far as the eye could reach ’ 

This IS romantic illusion m all its purity . the desire for 
escape in time and space 

So she repeats to herself, ‘Why, in Heaven’s name, did 
I get married’’ and wQnders if there would not have been 
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a way, by different combinations of destmy, to meet another 
man, for after all, all men cannot be like this one. Does love 
exist ? What can it be like ? Unconsciously Emma looks about 
her, and first she meets the clerk L6on, a timid adolescent, 
who IS a male replica of what she herself is as a woman. 
The conversations of Emma and L^on, both animated and 
ardent, almost painfully resemble conversations we have all 
known and carried on, alasl at the time of our first fmnbkng 
loves Remarks that echo one another, a community of the 
commonplace, joy at discovering an identity of ideas which 
is but an identity of inanity 

‘ “Have you taken any walks m the neighbourhood ?* 
Madame Bovary asks the young man 

‘He replies that he goes and watches the sunset. 

‘ “I think there is nothing so admirable as sunsets," she 
resumed, “but especially on the seashore. . . ." 

‘ “Oh, I adore the seal” said Leon 

‘ “And then, does it not seem to you,” continued Madame 
Bovary, “^at the mind travels more freely on this limidea 
expanse, the contemplation of which elevates tbe_soul and 
gives ideas of the infinite, the idealj” 

~^It is the same vnth mountain landscapes,” L6on went 
on . . .’ 

‘They felt the same languor stealing over them both. . . . 
Overcome with wonder at this strange sweetness, they did 
not think of speaking of the sensation or of seeking its cause. 

. . . They let themselves be lulled by this intoxication, 
without giving even a thought to the horizon that is beyond 
one’s ken. ’ 

Leon, in case of necessity, would be the desired lover. 
But he leaves Yonville without having dared 
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The second hope is Rodolphe. He is the man of vigour, 
of brutal temperament, ■who has had many women and who 
judges them as a technician He finds Madame Bovary pretty ; 
the husband strikes him as stupid , he decides that he will 
make a conquest of the wife He takes advantage of the 
Agricultural Show at Yonville to be alone with her in the 
midst of the crowd, and while the official ' personages dis- 
tribute diplomas and medals to the live-stock raisers, to the 
old servants, Rodolphe murmurs in Emma’s ear the ancient 
and banal phrases which have always assured certain men 
the conquest of women, as always the same manoeuvres of 
envelopment by the wings have assured the winning of 
battles Flaubert has taken cruel pleasure in alternating the 
imbecile speeches of the Fair with Rodolphe’s platitudes 
This central scene of the novel, an admirable literary exer- 
cise, IS composed like a symphony in which two themes 
mingle and answer each other back and forth There is 
something so mechanical in this alternation that at moments 
the tone seems rather that of comedy than that of the novel 
But the effect of the sarcasm is powerful and these pages are 
perhaps those that best express the book’s hard, melancholy 
lesson 

Naturally Madame Bovary lets herself rather easily be 
won , but whereas Rodolphe is a simple and realistic fellow, 
Madame Bovary tnes to lead him on to the literary plane 
Into this bourgeois romance she would like to introduce 
scenes worthy of Walter Scott When she makes a ren- 
dezvous with Rodolphe in her garden and he hears a noise, 
she says 

‘ “Have you your pistols?” 

‘ “What for?” 
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‘ “Why, to defend yourself!” replied Emma ’ 

She keeps repeating to herself, ‘I have a lover. ... I 
have a lover ’ delighted at the idea 

‘So at last she was to know those joys of love, that fever 
of happmess of which she had despaired. She was entering 
upon something marvellous where all would be passion, 
ecstasy, deliriufn! an azure infinity encompassed her, the 
heights of sentiment spvarkled beneath her thought, and 
ordinary existence appeared only at a distance, far below 
in the shade, in the spaces between these heights . Then 
she recalled the heroines of the books that she had read and 
the lyric legion of those adulterous women began to sing 
in her meinory with the voices of sisters that charmed her ’ 
And as always happens, the moment Emma falls m love, 
she dreams of travelling She sees herself carried away with 
Rodolphe, to the gallop of four horses, toward a new 
coimtry. 

‘Often from the top of a mountain they suddenly caught 
sight of some splendid city, with domes, bridges, ships, 
forests of lemon-trees, and cathedrals of white marble on 
whose pointed steeples storks had built their nests They 
would go at a walking-space because of the great flag-stones, 
and on the ground were bouquets of flowers which women 
dressed m red bodices would offer you. . And then one 
night they came to a fishing village, where brown nets were 
drymg m the wmd along the cliffs and the row of huts. It 
was here that they would stop they would live m a low, 
flat-roofed house, shaded by a pialm-tree, m the heart of 
a gulf, by the sea. They would row m gondolas, swmg m 
hammocks . . .’ 

She tries to make of Rodolphe the hero she has loved in 
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Byron and he tries, up to a point, to lend himself to this. 
Having read a little himself, he would not be quite so m- 
capable as Charles Bovary of playing the r61e that Emma 
assigns to him ; but what he is unable to do is to endure the 
violence of passion for long I should not be surprised if 
Flaubert, m depicting Rodolphe, had been inspired by 
his own attitude toward Louise Colet Emma weepmgly 
says 

‘ “Oh I It is you 1 love* I love you so much that 1 cannot 
live without you, do you see? There are times when I long 
for you so much that I am tom by all the furies of love I 
ask myself, “Where is he’ Perhaps he is talking to other 
women? They smile to him, he goes to them Oh, no 
It isn’t so, IS It’ None appeals to you? There are some 
prettier, but 1 can love better* I am your servant and your 
concubine! You are my king, my idol! You are good* You 
are handsome! You are intelligent* You are strong* ’ 
One can well imagine what would be Flaubert’s answer 
to a letter from his mistress conceived in these terms 
Rodolphe’s reaction is that he has already heard these 
things and that Emma is like all mistresses 

‘The charm of novelty, gradually falling away like a gar- 
ment, laid bare the eternal monotony of passion, which has 
always the same forms and the same language ’ 

He does not understand that beneath Emma’s words, 
which are indeed banal, there may yet be a true passion, and 
that human speech is ‘like a cracked pot on which we beat 
out melodies for bears to dance to, when we would like to 
move the stars ’ When Emma proposes to him to transform 
the dream into action and run away, he thinks only of 
separating from her. - 
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‘The worry, the expense! Ah! no, nol . . . It would 
have been stupid . .’ 

The break with Rodoiphe marks the psychological centre 
af the novel, as the scene of the Fair was its musical centre, 
and It IS the most serious crisis in Emma Bovary’s life Up 
to this point she has hoped that romantic love existed, and 
she has believed in it The second part of the novel, as 
Faguet has clearly shown, is the slow disintegration of the 
first This second part describes what little by little becomes 
of the romantic woman for whom romance has failed and 
who, while preservmg her horror of reality, seeks to numb 
her suffering m pleasure, in the excitation of heir senses 
But between the two parts there is a period of transition 
"First Emma is ill, and illness is a wonderful form of escape 
What IS a madman, if not a romantic who thinks he is living 
his romance ? Then she tries to save herself by coming back 
to her husband, by making herself love him She would like 
to make a great man of him, perhaps, if she could feel 
esteem for him, she would learn to love him From this 
stems the operation on the hotel-boy’s club-foot which was 
to have made Charles Bovary famous, and which instead leads 
him to nun and confusion From this moment on, Emma 
drifts To whom could she cling? Whom does she meet m this 
V illage ’ The pharmacist Homais ’ He is a solemn chatterer The 
curate, Boumisien? He is a vulgar soul, without true faith. 

At this moment, in the course of a trip to Rouen, she 
meets Ldon, the young clerk who left Yonville without 
daring to confess his passion to her, and she becomes his 
mistress. But although she abandons herself to this adven- 
ture with unreserved sensuality and heedlessness, she is again 
disappointed. 
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‘They gradually came to talk more frequently of things 
unrelated to their love, and in the letters that Emma wrote 
him she spoke of flowers, verses, the moon and the stars, 
naive resources of a waning piassion striving to keep itself 
alive by all external aids She was constantly promising her- 
self a deep felicity on her next journey Then she had to 
admit to herself that she felt nothing extfaordinary This 
disappointment quickly gave way to a new hope, and 
Emma went back to him more inflamed, more avid than 
ever . , 

Between reality and the dream the disproportion is greater 
than evef She has wished for all the settings of poets, and 
her love-trysts take place in Rouen, in a hotel-room with 
Turkey-red curtains She falls into the hands of the dealer 
Lheureux, who makes her sign notes and who ruins her. 
Flaubert, m his plan, described this period thus 

‘She becomes sensual She enjoys everything perfume, 
flowers, food, wmes She spends hours at her toilet, 

and sittmg before her dressing table in sandals she expe- 
riences a voluptuous thrill as she combs her hair that falls 
over her shoulders She no longer wears anythmg but ^m- 
bnc. The despair of unassuaged comfort comes to the sup- 
port of the atavistic need for luxury The impulse to 
lie develops in her She gets hold of the money of the clients 
and the tradespeople She has spent Leon She does not love 
him for himself, but for her own sake, and rather despises 

. Lack of money Progress of the financial rum . , . 
Bills ram down on her . . Perplexity Last expedients 
She IS humiliated at having loved Leon so much and 
comes to realize the femininity of this pathetic creature. . . 

In the disorders of her affairs, it occurs to her to turn to 
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Rodolphe He harshly dismisses her She goes to see an old 
notary, who perhaps would help her ^ . but \a Romanesque 
IS not for sale. She then enters the shop of Homais the 
pharmacist, steals some arsenic and poisons herself She dies 
a horrible death, ‘a disproportionate penalty,’ it has been 
said, ‘for her crimes which after all were not so serious ’ 
But Flaubert is not a judge, and it is not love that kills 
Madame Bovary she dies because she has refused life, 
because she has wanted to live in a dream. 


3 Bova^sm 

This world that Flaubert creates is indeed gloomy. In 
Yonville-l’Abbaye, there is not a single being with whom 
one would wish to spend a few hours a day, let alone strike 
up a friendship Emma is undoubtedly wrong in asking of 
life what IS to be found only in romantic novels But it must 
be confessed that the cards are sucked against her If life 
cannot offer every loving woman her hero, at least it gives j 
to many women a man it is possible to love Emma Bovary 
does not meet a single one Charles Bovary? There is no 
harm m him, but neither is there intelligence nor anything 
to command respect,_He is an incarnation of that ‘^u rgeois ’ 
vulgarity which Flaubert hated But he cpuld have been a 
mediocre husband, a poor lover, and still been a competent 
doctor Yet he fails no less spectacularly in his profession 
than in his household Charles Bovary is neither a remark- 
able practitioner, nor an~ sizeable life companion, nor a 
sexual partner He is nothmg Ffe is u nfortunat e 

And Madame Bovary 's lovers are”rib better than her hus- 
band. Rodolphe? A professional lady-killer, who considers 
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the woman as an instrument. He is selfish, cowardly, and 
on no consideration does he want the risks of an adventure. 
He is even close-fisted, and when Emma ii\ despair asks him 
for eight thousand francs, he claims that he does not have 
the sum, which is highly improbable Lwn? He lacks 
courage to win Emma in the course of theinfirst encounter, 
and courage to keep her in the course of the second He also 
IS a coward Again, fate treats Emma Bovary more badly 
than It treats most FjatJsliSKOJjiem With a little luck it 
should have been possible to find a man, m Yonville or in 
Rouen, who would be happy to dedicate himself to this 
young Woman, who was a little exacting, to be sure, but 
pretty and a^eeably romantic 

( Emile Faguetjmamtamed that Emma could have been very 
happy if she had married Hom^ This is not impossible, 
for she was not sufficiently intelligent to judge Homais’s 
erudition and vocabulary severely She would no doubt have 
been proud of her husband’s eloquence, which she would 
quickly have imitated. Besides, there was solid stuff • 
Homais, Well backed by a clever woman, he would ha 
succeeded. When Emma received at her table Doctv 
Larivi^re and the editor-m-chief of the Fanal de Rouen, sh 
would have charmed them both To please her, they would 
have decided the fate of the pharmacist’s writings Eulogistic 
accounts of them would have been published In Flaubert’s 
book, Homais obtains the Croix d’Honneur in the end Who 
knows how far he might have gone, with Emma? Even 
without her, Thibaudet can easily imagme him a General 
Councillor, and a Senator from the Seme-Inf6neure, and this 
is quite plausible And finally she would have had many 
children, for Homais is a formidable procreator. There is 
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nothing better for curing a romantic woman! She would 
not even have deceived him. 

But an endurable Charles Bovary, a passionate and faithful 
Rodolphe, a vinle Leon, would not have suited Flaubert’s 
purposes Flaubert did not want Emma to be saved, because ^ 
he did not believe humanity could be saved, am Madame 
Bov^,’ he would say. . . Now in his own case, roman- 
ticism had failed on the plane of reality as on the plane of 
art. He had had to curb his lyricism like his sentiments, and 
if we try to reconstruct the stages of his thought, this is 
approximately what we find- 

(a) Romanticism IS inevitable Every being tries fb escape 
ftgmjyijiself He may run away m space, and this is exotic- 
ism (Flaubert’s study was littered with exotic objects), or 
in time, and then he wntes SalawmbS, the Temptation oj Saint 
Anthony if he is Flaubert , he reads Walter Scott or Dumas 
the elder if he is not himself a creator of myths Flaubert 
(and his characters like himself) dreapi life and do not live 

‘Every notary carries within himself the debris of a poet ’ 
’^jl tj^^o imagine themselves different from what they are.’ 
^s IS what Jules de Gaultier has very fittingly called, le 
^vaQ’sme 

(b) But romanticism always fejls, because it pursues the 
inacc essible Always the dreamer’s destiny goes away be- 
cause always external circumstances are hostile to the 
feam The true subject of Madame hoyary is the increasmgly 
great gap between circumstances and the dream Emma 
desires to love Tnstan or Lancelot ; she meets Rodolphe and t 
L6on , she ends in the clutches of the merchant Lheureux, 
who IS reality’s revenge in its most sordid form 

In Flaubert’s view guilt attached, ndt to what Emma and 
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X6on desire, but to desire itself The wise man im^ wmt 
I nothing The best that we possess is the happiness we have 
refused tp_pluck. Every dream resembles Ae ZaImphptEc 
sacred veil of Salammbd. Whoever touches it dies of the 
contact 

One must therefore despise the temptations of the world. • 
Saint Anthony is punished for havmg yielded to them But 
also Frederick, m The Sentimental Education Frederick 
becomes a bourgeois because he accepts a commonplace 
happiness Emma Bovary ends by being condemned to 
suicide^ because she has attempted to transpose into daily 
existence what should have remained in the realm of dream. 
At the beginning of her marriage, when she is still the pure 
Romantic Woman, she holds off the foul J^eureux At 
the end of her life she capitulates , she wants to possess in 
reali^r scarves, riding crops, and all the accessories of 
her role as a romantic woman. It is by this that she is 
rumed. 

Where would salvation he? Flaubert, like Proust, sees 
salvation only for the artist Since the world is illusion, one 
can merely describe it The only universe is that which the 
artist creates Man cannot imagine what he possesses It is 
not lyrical subjectivity that will make great novelists or 
great poets. ‘You will paint wine, love, glory, on condition, 
my good fellow, that you become neither a drunkard, a 
lover, nor a soldier-boy ’ And elsewhere he says, ‘If I 
had been loved at seventeen, what a cretin I should be 
now!’ 

In other words, one must choose between life and art. 
Autobiogiphy itself is never true The true autobiography 
is that which the novelist writes mthout blowing it, behmd 
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the screen of a fiction which appiears objective to him This 
IS the profound meanmg of the famous remark, ‘I am 
Madame Bovary. . . 


4. Emma Rovaijr and Our Time 

Does Madame Bovary remain a universal type? She prob- 
ably does I have met her even in America. There, Charles 
Bovary is a bank teller, a grocery clerk, an assistant professor 
when Emma Rouault Bovary would want him to be Presi- 
dent of the United States, a partner in the Morgan Bank, 
or a male star in Hollywood This American Bovary seeks 
refuge in the fictions of the screen rather than in those of 
novels, she expects from life what the big films reveal of 
It, she IS disappointed because most men, m America as 
elsewhere, are average beings 

Average, but not devoid of interest Herein lies the 
immense, the fearful error of all the Bovarys They are sp 
ardent in their puisuit of romantic love that they no longer 
see human love, which would bring them happiness If 
Emma had taken the trouble to observe Charles Bovary, 
if she had been content to share with him the simple joys 
which were within his scope, and to find in her readings 
other joys which she could have reserved for herself, she 
might have led in Yonville a tjuite tolerable existence But 
because she committed the erior of confusing the plane of 
art with that of life, she detested Yonville To which it may 
be answered that it is not well to find Yonville tolerable, 
that one must surpass Yonville, and that civilizatio ns a re * 
in^roved only by those who ba te them j 

Eiidlesniiscussions, these, which ‘Flaubert vvpuld have 
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condemned A no>el, he would have repeated again, is not 
a lesson in morality. 

‘What seems to me the highest in art, and the most 
diUBcult, is neither to make men laugh, nor to make them 
weep, but to do as nature does, namely to make them 
dream And this is the character of the very finest works. 
They are serene in aspect, and incompreKensible in their 
processes, they are motionless as cliffs, tumultuous as the 
^ea, fill) of foliage, greennesses and murmurs like the woods, 
melancholy as the desert, blue as the sky Homer, Rabelais, 
Michelangelo, Shakespeare, Goethe strike me as pitiless 
Their work is bottomless, infinite, multiple. Through little 
^ertures one perceives precipices, there is blackness at 
theSottom, dizziness, and yet something singularly troubling 
hovers over the whole It is the ideal of light, the smile of 
the sun, and it is calm, it is calm and it is stiong . ' 

Such is Madame Bovary Was she a sinner, a fool, or a 
f heroine? No matter! she exists We know her She appears 
to us with her little turned-down white collar, the day 
Charles Bovary, on the farm, sees her for the first time. 
She slips off her clothes with a single movement, m the 
room with the Turkey-red curtains in the Hotel des 
Empereurs at Rouen She slowly passes her hand through 
Charles’s hair, as she lies dying As Flaubert would have 
It, she awakens, not judgment, but reverie The philosopher 
Hegel, in the presence of mountains, found only this to say; 
‘That’s how it is ’ Before the very great works of art, this 
IS also the only remark that comes to our lips Because a 
very great artist has depicted it, we can contemplate that 
little Norman town and find it ‘bottomless, infimte, mul- 
tiple.’ Like the great’ religious mystics, Flaubert, a mystic 
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of art, found his recompense in a vision that transcends 
time And as the believer, because he humiliates himself, 
shall be saved, the romantic Flaubert, because one day he 
accepted the humblest of subjects, wrote the most illus- 
trious, and the most rightly illustrious, of French novels. 




SEVEN 


LOVE, REALITY OR ILLUSION? 
Heroines Proust 




Heroines oj Proust 


JiHE condemnation of the lomantic by Flaubert could 
not be accepted by women as a permanent solution to emo- 
tional problems And the women were right, and Flaubert 
wrong. For by dint of imagining more beautiful ‘forms of 
love, one ends by creating them, this had been clearly 
shown in the time of chivalry The whole problem is to deal 
patiently with transitions and slowly to bring together the 
reality and the dream To this the novelists who followed 
Flaubert dedicated themselves 

Afte!r Zola’s naturalism, which was a romanticism of 
science, Guy de Maupassant, Paul Pourget, Anato/e France 
painted voluptuous pictures of adultery in high society, 
veiled by eloquent or witty language, which may well have 
perverted more than one Parisian Emma Bovary But none 
of them achieved the depth of the analyses of Stendhal and 
all three are minor novelists, Maupassant (particularly in 
One Life) being of the three the most human 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, a philosophy 
appeared — that of Bergson — which advised artists to go 
beyond words and re-discover, beneath those impersonal 
labels, the living passions which a hardened, congealed 
language conceals. Even as certain painters at the same time 
were endeavouring, through a conventional nature, to reach 

l«7 
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true Nature, so a novelist, Marcel Proust, was to show that 
if the writer refuses to accept the classic picture of the 
passions of love, he may discover a poetic reality lying 
beyond the traditional vocabulary 


I . Proust's Place 

Marcel Proust’s characters, like those of Madame de La 
Fayette, are creatures of leisure Like her, he paints a society 
of idlers who have enough time and discrimination to 
analyse their feelings It might be said that the characters 
of In Searlr/i of the Past (Remembrance oJ Things Past) are direct 
descendants to those of The Princess of Cleves They belong 
to the same world , they live in the same drawing-rooms, 
and Monsieur de Nemours was surely, in the seventeenth 
century, a cousin of the Guermantes But if the setting and 
the characters are the same, the attitude of the author 
toward his heroes and his manner of describing their feelings 
have greatly changed 

For Madame de La Fayette and for Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
love hjis an absolute value Rousseau never asks himself 
whether Saint-Preux really loves julia, how this love was 
born, whether Saint-Preux might not just as easily love any 
other woman Madame de La Fayette herself does not 
imagine for a moment that the Princess of Cloves loves 
Monsieur de Nemours by mere chance, she is careful to 
indicate that he is the most ‘worthy to be loved’ of the 
gentlemen of the court The Princess of Cloves and Julia 
are loved because, in the eyes of their creators, they wholly 
deserve to be loved, beautiful, mtelligent, perfect, true 
novel -heroines, ‘ 
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Stendhal, already more sceptical, begins to break down 
the mechanism of passion He studies crystallization, he 
know^s that, if circumstances had been different, Julien 
would not have loved Mathilde, nor Fabnce Clelia. At least 
his intelligence knows it, but if Stendhal’s mind is that of 
a bherun, we have shown that his heart remains as susceptible 
as Jean-Jacques*s Although he understands crystallization, 
he crystallizes He even crystallizes on his own heroines 
He IS quite literally in love himself with Madame de R^nal 
and Cleiia Conti He depicts women infinitely more perfect 
than the real women he has been able to observe The word 
heroine still quite properly designates them 

As for Flaubert, he no longer believes in romantic love 
He IS the Homais of the religion of love, the Voltairian of 
romanticism An Homais who is a great artist But just as 
the pharmacist of Yonville failed to understand the reality 
of religion and the efficacy of its help, so Flaubert forgets 
the real power of love Tlie heroes of novels had perhaps 
been too romantic, Rodolphe and Leon are not romantic 
enough, I mean that they are even less so than most real 
men Emma is no longer a ‘heroine’ , she dreams that she is 
a heroine, which is quite different 

Finally Proust, who is the subject of the present study, 
believes m the reality of love, in the strength of the feelmgs 
which It inspires, in the violence of the sufferings which it 
inflicts, but he no longer believes, like Madame de La Fayette 
or Rousseau, that the violence oj these passions is made legitimate 
by the exceptional quahy of the beings who are its objects. We 
shall see that he considers passionate love as a malady — 
mevitable, painful and fo rtuito us. Little does it matter in 
his view what the specific value oF the loved one may be. 
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.^ust as a tiny germ can bring us down with a high fever, so 
the most insignificant woman can make us very unhappy. 
We shall have to show that the pieculiar character of the 
heroines of Proust is that they exist only m the mind of him 
who loves them 

To sum up, Madame de La Fayette had studied love as 
a metaphysician, Rousseau as a moralist, Laclos as a lyric, 
Stendhal as a lover, Balzac as a collector, Flaubert as an 
unbeliever and an iconoclast Proust studies it both as a 
poet and as a clinician 

With unequalled intelligence and precision, Proust ha' 
several times described the evolution, the symptoms ana 
the cure of this malady of love It is, m a sense, the 
subject of hts whole novel and particularly of the story 
of Albertine , but in the first of the seven volumes he ex- 
pounds Its themes succinctly, and in an admirable way, m 
what could be a self-contained little novel which is set like 
a jewel in the larger work of In Se'arch of the Past, and whose 
title IS Swann in Love It is here that we must first study the 
course of the disease, which according to Proust is always 
identical. 


7 Swann in Love 

Now Swann, who is a friend of Marcel’s parents, a very 
cultivated, very refined Jew, who spends most of his time 
in the aristocratic society of the Guermantes and could have 
as mistresses the most remarkable women in this circle, 
one day by chance, in a theatre, meets a woman, Odette 
de Cr6cy, to whom a fhend of his introduces hifti She 
appears to Swann, not without beauty, but having a kmd 



tJ^Toincs Proui^ ip/ 

of beauty which is indifferent to him, which stimulates m 
him no desire, and which even arouses in him a kind of 
physical repulsion Every man has ‘his type,’ probably bom 
of mysterious early impressions (Schopenhauer claimed that 
this type is for each one of us complementary to our own, 
but this is more complex) Now, Odette does not apj>eal 
to Swann becaaise her profile is too sharp, her skin too 
fragile, hei cheek-bones too prominent Her eyes are beauti- 
ful, but too big. Besides, what he knows about her does not 
predispose him to her She has the reputation of being fast, 
perhaps even mercenary She lacks refinement, sometimes 
3 the point of vulgarity In short, she not only is not 
Swann’s ‘type,’ but she is exactly the opposite 

Some days after this meeting, Odette writes to Swann 
to ask his permission to see his collections She comes to 
his house, and each time he sees her he is sad at the thought 
that this great beauty is not of the kind that he likes. But 
each time she leaves him, he smiles on remembering her 
telling him that time would hang heavily on her hands until 
the next time he would allow her to come back He remem- 
bers the anxious, timid air with which she begged him 
‘not to let it be too long,’ and a look of timorous imploring 
which at that moment made her appealing 

In these first meetings, Odette makes great efforts to 
attract Swann and to introduce him to the little clan in 
which she lives, which is the salon of Madame Verdurm, 
Meanwhile, without being aware of it, Swann is begmning 
vaguely to ‘crystallize’ m relation to Odette He is touched 
by her attentions, and one day when he visits her, Swann 
(who is an art lover and who has always enjoyed trying to 
discover the features of faces he knows m the paintings of 
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the masters) is suddenly struck by Odette’s resemblance 
to the figure of Zephora, the daughter of Jethro, that appears 
in a fresco of Botticelli’s m the Sistine Chapel From this 
moment the resemblance confers on Odette a beauty which 
makes her more precious We have seen in Stendhal how 
the crystallization may be brought about in each love by 
circumstances which are dififerent, but always linked to a 
dominant passion If I am a great sportsman, I shall be 
touched by the skill a woman shows m gettmg on a horse, 
in playing golf An Englishman will ‘crystallize’ on a tennis 
champion , a musician on a singer , a statesman on a woman 
who sharea his political passions. Swann, a lover of painting, 
crystallizes on a pictorial beauty He reproaches himself 
for havmg misjudged the charm of a creature whom Botti- 
celli would have worshipped and he says to himself that 
this inclmation which she seems to show for him is not, 
after all, something indifferent (even though her face appears 
imjjerfect to him), but something rare, since Odette satisfies 
in him his most refined love of art 

‘The expression Florentine work rendered Swann a great 
service Like a title, it enabled him to introduce Odette’s 
image into a world of dreams to which she had not had 
access until now and which infused her with nobility And 
while the purely fleshly view he had had of this woman, 
perpetually renewing his doubts as to the quality of her face, 
of her body, of her whole beauty, weakened his love, these 
doubts were destroyed, this love assured, when instead i 
had the data of an infallible aesthetic for a base, withouln 
counting the fact that kisses and possession, which seemedfj 
natural and mediocre if they were accorded him by a bit^ 
of worn flesh, must, heithodght, be supernatural and delight- 1 
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fill when on the contrary they became the crowmng ntual 
in the worship of a museum-piece ’ 

The crystallization being now assured by the aesthetic 
link, Swann goes every night to Madame de Cr^cy’s, and 
as he IS now in love he finds charm only in things on which 
Odette confers it But the crystallization, m Swann who 
is a voluptuous egoist, would undoubtedly not be very deep 
were it not abetted by the element that Stendhal has already 
described to us as the most important, which is doubt 
Swann, who sees Odette only at night and who knows noth- 
ing as to the way in which she spends her time during the 
whole day, begins to perceive that there is a portibn of her 
life that is unknown to him To escape doubt he tries to 
draw closer to Odette, and since the only way to see her 
constantly is to become a part of the same group as she, 
Swann, ordinarily so discriminating in the choice of his 
relations, becomes a humble frequenter of the rather vulgar 
‘little circle’ that meets at the Verdurms And, as happens 
to all men the moment they fall in love, he comes to enjoy 
the society of the Verdurms because when he is with them 
he can enjoy the sight of Odette, her presence, her con- 
vei'sation His intelligence and his critical sense cease to 
function 

‘ “What a charming group'” he said to himself “That, 
after all, is really the only way to live! How much more 
intelligent, more artistic, they are than society And in 
slate of her little exaggerations that are rather laughable, 
’ ow sincere Madame Verdurin’s love of painting and 
'ausic IS I What a piassion for works of art' What a 
lesire to give pleasure to artists' And above all, 

you feel free there, you can do what you want wnthout 
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restraint, without ceiemony . But for some rare 
exceptions, I shall certainly never become a part of any 
other group. . . ” ’ 

The virtues that the lover thinks he discovers m the 
Verdunns are but the reflection upon them of the pleasures 
that flatter his passion for Odette Proust derives infinite 
enjoyment from portraying the stupidity cff the intimates 
of the Verdunn salon because the more manifest their 
absurdities are the more remarkable will be the piaralysis 
of Swann’s intelligence led astray bj love We recognize 
the first symptoms of the malady The rule might be more 
generally Stated thus as soon as a man begins to go around 
saying that a woman, of average or even mediocre capacities, 
is ‘admirably intelligent,’ or ‘very artistic,’ it is because he 
IS feeling the first efiects of the disease 

Odette, who is now sure of Swann, has for her part 
ceased to crystallize And little by little Swann discovers 
that outside of him she leads a whole mysterious life in the 
course of which she undoubtedly deceives him Doubt 
becomes jealousy, in other words, a deep curiosity for the 
slightest actions of the loved being. Love, in Proust’s view, 
IS not so much desire for physical possession as desire for 
emotional and mtellectual possession The lover seeks to 
identify with the soul of the other, he would like to see it 
whole and bright spread out before him Until then a 
woman’s daily acts and gestures had always appieared neg- 
ligible to Swann He had considered the gossip of women 
about other women trivial and commonplace , but in the 
strange period of love which is jealousy, ‘the particular 
takes on somethmg so profound that this awakenmg 
curiosity that Swann felt in regard to Odette’s slightest 
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occupations was the very same that he had once had for 
History ’ 

It is not long before he discovers that Odette is a 
liar 

‘ “Even from the simple point of view of coquetry,” he 
said to her, “don’t you realize how much of your seductive- 
ness you lose ty stooping to lying’ Really, you are much 
less intelligent than 1 thought ” ’ 

But Odette, like all creatures who are instinctive mytho- 
maniacs, cannot help distorting the truth Besides, by her 
lies and by the atmosphere of curiosity into which these 
plunge Swann, Odette keeps her hold over him much more 
surely than if she had a frank and noble soul (I do not think 
this observation would be tme of all men, but it is true of 
Swann, who has a great deal of leisure and time to meditate 
endlessly on Odette’s secrets ) 

Finally Swann reaches the point of suffering ^cm ciating 
torments, all because of this extremely commonplace 
woman He knows that ‘the others’ could only consider 
his love as childishness and madness But for him this love 
IS everything Listening one day, during a concert, to the 
playing of the violin, it seems to him that a certain little 
musical phrase alone sees in his love what he himself Ends 
there something so greatly superior to actual life that he 
IS ready to sacrihce this life to his love Little by little the 
relation grows closer Swann obtains proof that Odette is 
unfaithful to him, and yet he ties himself irremediably to 
Odette But later, having become lucid again, he will say 
to himself, 

‘And to think that I have wastpd several years of my life, 
that I have wanted to die, that I have had my greatest love. 
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for a woman who did not appeal to me, who was not my 
kind’’ 

An admirable, and essential sentence, a sentence that 
contains one of the most important elements of Proust’s 
doctrine on love ‘I have wanted to die for a woman who was 
not mjf kind . . .’ For the disease that is love brings into 
conflict our conscious intelligence and our basic will In 
rare moments of lucidity, we can indeed still see this m^n 
(or this woman) objectively, as normal beings — others — 
can, but subjectively imprisoned in our inner world, we 
have ceased to see them We know nothing more of them 
than the feeling with which they inspire us Are they beauti- 
ffuP Are they ugly’ Intelligent or stupid’ Genuine or con- 
temptible? We no longer even know We need them 
Therein he both our disease and the greatness of our 
attachment 

Such IS the first sketch, by Marcel Proust, of the cycle 
of love All its themes are taken up again in a new way m 
fyithin a Budding Grove (A V Ombre des Jeunes Filles en Fleurs) 
The hero, a sickly young man, taken to the seashore, to 
Balbec, by his grandmother, sees a group of young girls pass 
on the beach He knows nothing about them, but he notices 
in passing a girl with bright, laughing eyes, with big moist 
cheeks, wearing a black polo jumper, who pushes a bicycle 
with such an ungainly swinging of her hips and using such 
vulgar argot terms, shouting so loudly, that he has the im- 
pression these young persons are the mistresses of bicycle 
racers At the moment when he comes abreast of this big- 
cheeked brunette he catches her laughing, sidelong glance. 
Does she see him’ And if she sees him, what can he repre- 
sent for her’ Obviously nothing 
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The pathos of tins encounter strikes us particularly when 
we re-read the novel after having finished it, because we 
know that this girl, Albertine, is going to become the centre 
of the hero’s life, that he will come to be so jealous of the 
least minutes of Albertine’s time that he will shut her up 
and watch her like a prisoner, and that long after Alber- 
tme’s death he will continue to suffer for and through her 
^nd yet at the first moment she had been no more to him 
than what she really was a blooming, big-cheeked girl who 
spoke too loudly As she passes, he hears her utter an ex- 
pression he detests, ‘Living your life . . .* She is not his 
kind, any more than Odette was Swann’s kind, but circum- 
stances enter into play, and little by little a Active creature 
takes the place of the real Albertine. 

The crystallization, in the case of Within a Budding Grove, 
occurs because Marcel, constantly seeing that little group 
on the beach, makes a game of trymg to anticipate their 
movements As their habits are unknown to him and he 
notices that there are days when they do not appear, he tries 
in spite of himself to discover why Is this absence regular ? 
Does It occur every two days’ Or every three days’ Does 
It corresfiond to some use of their time? Or to atmospheric 
circumstances ’ The observation of the irregular movements 
of this unknown world creates in the mind that curiosity 
so favourable to the birth of love 

‘To the first uncertainty as to whether I would see them 
or not was added another, more serious one whether I 
should ever see them agam For after all I did not know 
whether they might not be leaving for America, or returning 
to Pans This was enough to make me begin to love them 
One may have an inclination for a person , but in order to 
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be overcome by that melancholy, that feeling of the irre- 
parable, those anguishes that prepare love, one must have 
the feeling of an impossibility ’ 

Little by little, as he gets to know Alberline better, the 
real being takes shape by a process of trial and error He 
comes to realize that the girl he has so much desired to 
know, the stranger on the beach, has no connection with 
the one he has at last managed to be introduced to 

‘From that first day I realized what a hocus-pocus had 
been perfectly executed and how, thanks to the skill of the 
magician, I had chatted for a moment with a person who, 
without having any resemblance to the one I had watched 
for so long on the seashore, had been substituted for her 
I might, for that matter, have guessed it beforehand, since 
the girl on the beach had been manufactured by me In spite 
of this, I felt a moral obligation to her to keep the promises 
of love made to an imaginary Albertine One becomes 
betrothed by proxy, and one subsequently considers oneself 
obliged to marry the interposed person ’ 

In other words, around a face, a figure that we have 
glimpsed, we construct an imaginary being, with this being, 
in a sense secreted by ourselves, we fall in love , then when, 
later on, we discover the quite different real being who is 
attached to that face, we accept him and transfer to him 
the feelings bom of a fiction 

Finally, a third example of this subjectivity of love the 
case of Rachel and Saint-Lqup Robert de Samt-Loup, a 
young man of noble character as well as rank, talks con- 
stantly to Marcel about a mistress whom he considers the 
rarest being he has met. Now when he introduces her to 
his friend, the latter recognizes with stupefaction a woman 
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who gives herself, for a little money, to anyone who wants 
her and to whom, for this reason, he has never attached 
any importance 

‘I realized all that a human imagination can put behind 
a little bit of a face, as this woman’s was, if it is imagination 
that has first known her , and, secondly, mto what wretched 
material elements, shorn of all value, without price, could 
be decomposed what was the object of so many reveries if, 
on the contrary, one had come to know it in a different 
way, by the most trivial kind of acquaintance To be 

sure. It was the same thin and narrow face that Robert and 
I saw, but we had reached it by two opposite roads that 
would never meet, and we should never see the same asjject 
of It This face, with Us glances, its smiles, the movements 
of its mouth, I had known from the outside as being attached 
to some nondescript body which for twenty francs would 
do anything I asked And so the glances, the smiles, the 
movements of the mouth had appeared to me only as sig- 
nifying certain general acts, without anything individual 
about them, and beneath them I should not have been 
curious to look for a person But what had in a sense been 
offered to me at the start — this consenting face — had been 
for Robert a destination toward which he had travelled 
through how many hopes, doubts, suspicions, dreams He 
was paying more than a million to possess — so that it should 
not be offered to others — what had been offered to me, as 
to anyone else, for twenty francs. . . Looking at her, the 
two of us, we did not see her from the same side of the 
mystery . . 

Once again, in the case of R^hel, Proust has shown, us 
^t love depends, not on the quality of the loved being, 
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but on the emotions of the being who loves and on the 
circumstances which, in the mind of the latter, have de- 
formed the objective images And just as Marcel cannot 
imderstand Robert de Saint-Loup’s love for Rachel, Robert 
m turn, seeing only the real Albertine, cannot understand 
the violence of Marcel’s feelings 

‘What had put Robert out of countenance when he had 
perceived Albertine’s photograph was not the thrill of the 
Trojan old men seeing Helen pass and saying, “Our mis- 
fortune IS not worth a single one of her glances,” but exactly 

the opposite shock, which makes a person say 

‘ “What? It IS for this that he has worried, suffered, com- 
mitted so many follies!” ’ 

A false reasoning, no one commits follies for Helen, but 
for the image of Helen, for the myth of Helen Let us leave| 
pretty women, Proust concludes, to men without imagina- j 
1 tion , men who have imagination will see Helen in any | 


3. The Illusions of Love 

From these examples we must now try to elucidate 
Proust’s doctrine on love The goal he seems to be setting 
himself IS to destroy the ready-made ideas that most human 
beings form on this subject, and that literature helps to 
spread What are these ready-made ideas? We have seen, 
in the novels we have studied, how the traditional novelists 
had been accustomed to describe the course of love A 
description which, moreover, complied with the desires 
of-readers. Men and womep like to believe in ‘love at first 
^ght,’ in some mysterious predestination which supposedly 
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brings together a given man and a given woman (or, for 
that matter, a given man and a given man, a given woman 
and a given woman), m a pierfect union of body and spirit 
The secret wish of all lovers is that this attachment, bom 
of the moment, should be eternal. Their vows affirm this 
eternity, forgetfulness, at the time of the ‘first sight,’ seems 
an improbable' and even blameworthy hypothesis 
% Does this picture of love correspond to reality, as a lucid 
novelist observes it? Proust answers, ‘No ’ Love, he tells 
us, IS not a bond between us and a given loved person, it 
IS a need which is m ourselves at certain moments of our 
existence, and in particular at the time of adolescence We 
begin by being in love, which is a state, like being hungry. 
Then we say to ourselves, ‘Whom am I in love with ?’ Then 
the actresses, young or old, appear, wishing to be given the 
role. How shall we choose between them’ Often it is a 
matter of chance It may happen that we have met Albertine 
or Andree on the beach, that Rachel has been introduced 
to us by a procuress, that the Duchesse de Guerman tes lives 
in the mansion at the end of our courtyard Many men, if 
they were to ask themselves why the woman who has filled 
their lives interested them in the beginning, and if they 
were able sincerely to analyse the situation, would be stupe- 
fied by the childishness, the pettiness of their reasons for 
the choice If on that morning, we had gone into the next 
compartment, if we had refused that luncheon, our whole 
love-life would have been different 
f ‘The woman whose face we have before us more con- 
' stantly than light itself — since, even with our eyes shut, we 
do not cease for a moment to cherish her lovely eyes, her 
lovely nose, to do everything we tan to see them again — 
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this unique woman, we know, could very well have been 
replaced by another woman if we had been m another town 
than the one where we met her, if we had been walking 
in another district, if we had been moving m a different 
circle Umque, we think — and she is innumerable Yet she 
IS compact, indestructible before our eyes that love her, 
irreplaceable for a very long time by another It is because 
this woman has merely stirred up, by a kind of magic spell, 
a thousand elements of tenderness existing in ourselves in 
a fragmentary state and which she has gathered together, 
united, effacing every break between them, it is ourselves 
who, by endowing her with her features, have furnished 
all the solid substance of the loved person ’ 

More than this, it is because we know so little about this 
loved person that we attach ourselves to her with so much 
force Odette appears to Swann as a vulgar, uncultivated 
woman, who is in short quite uninteresting as long as he 
thinks he knows everything about her It is from the 
moment when she contams a mystery that she begins to 
touch him The Girls in the Bloom of Youth intrigue Marcel 
and hold him because they are living mysteries for him On 
certain days he meets them on the beach of Balbec, but on 
other days they do not appear. Why What are the laws of 
their apparitions? Are their movements, to ever so slight 
an extent, commanded by his’ Are they avoiding him or 
seeking him out’ From the moment when we ask ourselves 
such questions, we ‘crystallize’ and we feel the first effects 
of the malady which is love. ‘The charms of a person,’ 
/f’roust writes, ‘are as frequent a cause of love as a remark 


j hkq this, “No, tonight I’m not free . .” ’ Alam, the 

j philosopher, used to siy, ^Women derive their glamour 
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Jirojgi _bgmg late and from being, absent ’ Why ’ Because 
abswice-amLJateness create mystery«^xjety, and ‘that ap-' 
xiqus need’ which is one of the symptoms of tiie disease J 

The pre-existing and -mobile love ‘stops at the image of 
a certain woman because this woman will be almost im- 
possible to win ’ 

‘From then on one thinks less of the woman, whom it 
15 difficult to visualize, than of the means of knowing her. 
A whole process of anguish develops and suffices to attach 
our love to her, who, barely known to us, becomes its 
object Love becomes immense , we no longer reflect upon 
how small a place the real woman occupies in it . What 
did I know of Albertme ? One or two glimpses of her profile 
against the sea ’ 

But Albertme is a liar, and even a mythomaniac, and 
hereby she is immediately endowed with that odious glamour 
of mystery Because he does not understand her, Marcel 
wishes to keep her under his surveillance, possess her both 
in the general and in the special sense of the word He vainly 
hopes to free himself thus, but this is another illusion 
Physical possession, in Proust’s eyes,^is but a quasi-negligible 
element in the poison of love Men believe that those sen- 
sations, so much vaunted, are the essential object of their 
desires, but they seek them only as proof of a more complete 
possession which, however, is unattainable. This is so true 
that in themselves the physical sensations of love are frankly 
disagreeable. Witness how Proust described the moment 
when, after so many days of expectation and hope, he is at 
last able to kiss Albertme 

‘Before kissmg her I should very much have liked to. be 
able again to endow her with ^e Biystery that she had for 
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me on the beach, before I knew her, to find m her agam 
the country where she had previously lived ; instead, since 
I did not know her, I could at least slip in all the memories 
of our life m Balbec, the sound of the wave breaking imder 
my wmdow, the children’s cries But, as I let my eyes glide 
over the lovely pink swelling of her cheeks, whose softly 
curved-in surfaces came washing up against ‘the feet of the 
first folds of her beautiful black hair that ran in undulating 
chains, lifted their abrupt spurs and shaped the deep course 
of their valleys, I had to say to myself 

‘ “At last, since I was unable to do so in Balbec, I am 
going to Ifnow the taste of the unknown roses that are the 
cheeks of Albertine . . ” 

‘I said this to myself because I believed that there is a 
kind of knowledge to be obtained by the lips I said to 
myself that 1 was going to know the taste of this fleshly 
rose because I had not considered that man, a creature 
obviously less rudimentary than the sea-urchin or even the 
whale, nevertheless still lacks a certain number of essential 
organs, and notably possesses none that is adequate for a 
kiss This missing organ he supplies with his lips, and thereby 
he perhaps achieves a somewhat more satisfying result than 
if he were reduced to caressing his beloved with homed 
tusks But the lips, made to bring to the palate the flavour 
of something that tempts them, unable to understand that 
error and to admit their disappointment, must content 
themselves with roaming over the surface and beating against 
the wall of the impenetrable and desired cheek Moreover, 
at that moment, at the very contact of the flesh, even 
assuming that they became more expert and better en- 
dowed, the lips vvouldc.no 'doubt be unable to taste more 
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fully the flavour that nature actually prevents their seizing, 
for in this desolate zone where they cannot find their 
nourishment they are alone, having long since been aban- 
doned by sight, and then by smell First, as my mouth 
gradually began to approach cheeks that my eyes had sug- 
gested to them that they kiss, the latter as they moved saw 
new cheeks the neck perceived at closer range and as if 
through a magnifying glass, showed in its rougher texture 
a robustness that modified the character of the face 
Just as in Balbec Albertine had often appeared different to 
me, so now, in the short journey of my lips toward her 
cheeks, I saw ten Albertines, this single girl being like a 
goddess with several heads, the one I had seen last, if I tried 
to approach it, gave way to another At least so long as 1 
had not touched it I could see this head, and its faint frag- 
rance reached me But alas ’ — for our nostrils and our eyes 
are as inadequately placed for kissing as our lips are badly 
made — suddenly my eyes ceased to see, my nose, in turn, 
becoming crushed, no longer perceived any smell, and with- 
out knowing the desired rose-taste any better I learned, by 
those detestable signs, that at last 1 was kissing Albertine’s 
cheek ’ 

I If this IS true of a kiss, so it is with complete carnal 
possession. Neither can make us master of her whom we 
love. 


4 The Captive and the Dead 

But if what men are accustomed to call ‘the pleasures of 
love’ does not create passionate love, what does create it? 
Accordmg to Proust, as we Iftve oseen, it is suffering, and 
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in particular that suffering which is bom of doub^^ £ertainty 
(this was already an idea of Stendhal’s) robs love ofjjl 
charm 

‘Imagination, awakened by the uncertainty of being able 
to attain its object, must create a goal which conceals from 
us the other, and by substituting for sensual pleasuie the 
idea of entering into a life, prevent us from recognizing this 
pleasure, from perceiving its true taste, from confining it 
within Its own scope, for to strip our pleasures of imagina- 
tion is to reduce them to themselves, to nothingness ’ 

^ Of these imcertainties, the most painful — and conse- 
quently the one which, if we are to believe Proust, bring 
beings closest to each other — is jealousy It may sometimes 
become so horrible that m order to calm .our anguish we 
come to wish the loved being to be constantly before our 
eyes 

The Captive — such is the title of one of Proust’s volumes, 
and It IS quite true that the dream of certain men (and of 
certain women) would be to make captives of those they 
love Everything that immobilizes the loved being gives 
them a moment of security There is an admirable piece in 
Proust, called Watching Her Sleep, m which we see Albertme 
at last cleansed by sleep of the poisons she contains for 
Marcel . 

‘Stretched out from head to foot on my bed, in an atti- 
tude whose naturalness could not have been invented, I 
thought she looked like a long stal k;, of blooms that might 
have been placed there, and so it was in fact the power 
of dreaming, which I only had in her absence, 1 regained at 
these moments in her presence, as though in sleeping she 
had become a plant thereby her sleep realized, in a certain 



Heroines Proust 20y 

measure, the possibility of love, alone, 1 could think of her, 
but she was missing, 1 did not possess her With her present, 

I would speak to her, but I was too absent from myself 
^o be able to think When she slept I no longer had to talk, 

I knew that I was no longer looked at by her, 1 no longer 
had to live on the surface of my self 

‘In shutting her eyes, in losing consciousness, Albertine 
Kad shed, one after another, her different characters of 

k. 

humanity that had disappointed me since the day I had met 
her She was ammated only by the unconscious life of vege-| 
tations, of trees, a life more alien to mine, more strange' 
and which yet belonged to me more Her self did not elude 
me every moment, as when we talked, through the openings 
of the unavowed thought and the glance She had called back 
to herself everything that was outside, she had taken refuge, 
enclosed, summed up, m her body In holdmg her before 
my eyes, in my hands, I had that impression of piossessing 
her wholly which I did not have when she was awake Her 
life was submissive to me, exhaled its light breath toward 
me 

‘I listened to this mysterious murmuring emanation, soft 
as a sea zephyr, fairy-like as that moonlight which was her 
sleep A^bng as it piersisted I could dream of her and yet 
look at her, and when this sleep became deeper, touch her, 
embrace her What I felt then was a love, before something 
so pure, as immaterial m its sensibility — as mysterious — as 
though I had been before the inanimate creatures which 
are the beauties of nature And in fact as soon as she fell into 
a somewhat deep sleep she ceased to be merely the plant 
she had been , her sleep on whose edge I was brooding, with 
a fresh delight, which 1 should neyer have weaned of and 
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which I could have enjoyed indefinitely, was for me a whole'J 
landscape Her sleep placed beside me something as calm, 
as sensually delightful as those nights of the full moon'iW 
the bay of Balbec grown calm as a lake, when the branches 
barely stir, when, stretched out on the sand, one could 
listen endlessly to the breaking of the ebbtide ’ 

But if sleep gives respite to the lover, nothing can wholly' 
cure him, not even death This immense edifice which he 
has built within himself and which is his inner image of the 
loved woman, survives the latter, long even after she has 
disappeared When Albertine dies, she continues to live 
m Marcel 

‘For the death of Albertine to have put an end to my 
sufferings, the shock would have had to kill her, not only 
in Touraine, but m me, where she had never been more 
alive To console myself, it was not one, but innumer- 
able Albertines that I should have had to forget No sooner 
had I disciplined myself to bear the grief of having lost one 
of them than I had to begin all over again with a hundred 
others ’ 

Ceaselessly his affliction is reborn The sound of the 
elevator evokes the only pierson whose visit he would have 
wished and who would never come again, since she was 
dead 

‘And in spite of myself, when the elevator stopped on 
my floor, my heart would beat, and for a moment I would 
say to myself, 

‘ “What if, after all, it was only a dream . . . Perhaps 
It is she. . She is going to ring . ” 

‘All this, however, is not surpnsmg if we consider that 
even while he or she whoni we love is living, a great part 
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jf the thoughts that form what we call our love comes to 
us (during the hours when the loved one is not beside us 
e form the habit of having an absent being as the object 
o^our reverie And so death does not change a great deal ’ 
This lasts until the moment when finally forgetfulness 
vlissolves the obsessing image Proust has described at length 
vhat he calls thfi intermittences of the heart, that is to say those 
moments, more and more numerous, when passion, like 
life at times, stops in us Since love as Marcel Proust des- 
cribes It IS a mental state, it must some day, like all our 
mental states, become obsolete, be replaced. Gradually 
Albertine’s image fades, then disappears At last the moment 
comes when the image can no longer be revived, save by 
artistic evocation, and this gives us the admirable episodes 
of the little madelcwe cookie or of the rough napbn But 
this would take us out of our subject Let us say only that 
these images, which segm definitely lost, can be revived, 
evoked by a perfume, in the depths of our souls where they 
slumber, the beings we have loved and who are really dead 
only the day we have forgotten them 


5 . Love-As'Communlon 

The disease of love, as Proust and Stendhal describe it, 
certainly exists, and their description of the symptoms is 
accurate Is it all of love ? I do not think so A scientist can 
dissect all the organs of a body He does not in this way 
reconstruct life. An art critic can describe all the statues, 
all the stones of a cathedral, he does not thereby give us 
any idea of the beauty of the cathedral In the same way, 
one can conceive a novelist who would adimrably describe 

O 
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the mechanism of the passions, and who would miss 
passion 

Proust spieaks somewhere of those gigantic and multiple 
shadows that are projected on the walls of a dark room 
an object on which a bright light is thrown from several 
directions, shadows which suddenly, if the light floods the 
place, seem to return to the object itself and to let it finally 
appear in its reality In the same way, all the descriptions 
of the monstrous effects of love leave love itself in the 
shadow, and the only way to know the latter in its reality 
IS, not through scientific knowledge, but mystic knowledge 

How the artist can attain to the mystic knowledge of the 
world, how he achieves it by escaping from time, is the 
whole subject of Proust’s great work Now it seems to me 
that one could apply to love what Proust has said of art, and 
affirm that, beyond love-as-disease, there is a mystic love 
Imagme that a man and a woman, by the effect of a pas- 
sionate love, joined to mtelligences which jaassion itself 
has been able to develop, come to know each other so well 
that each one can foresee the actions of the other and accept 
each other’s faults, lastly, imagine, what is by no means 
.mconceivable, that the loved object is worthy of the image 
we have formed of it, or strives to resemble this image, and 
you will reach a state where jealousy loses all reason for 
being, where criticism becomes vam, where contemplation 
suffices for happiness That this state is rare must be ad- 
mitted, but that It exists and gives happmess is a fiict of 
expierience Stendhal had an intimation of this in The Charter- 
house of Parma Perhaps rather than among novelists we 
should look for its representation among musicians, and 
particularly in Mozart^ This type of love is lacking in 
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Proust’s beautiful descriptions, or more exactly, it has been 
ad fflibrat ed by him only m the form of motherly love. 


6 Conclusion 

There thus exists, beyond the love-as-disease so mar- 
vellously described by Proust, a more stable and more 
complete sentiment, a joy that is not composed only of 
suffering, a real communion of two beings But no doubt 
It was necessaiy to describe love-as-disease in order to free 
us from It The only danger that Proust’s minute analysis 
of the emotions could present was that of creating a genera- 
tion of analysts, scrutinizing their emotions and destroying 
them by dint of understanding them too well Such was, 
in fact, between the two wars, the weakness of certain 
disciples of Proust. 

But the danger was never very great, nor were the dis- 
ciples very numerous, because stronger influences worked 
in a quite opposite direction We have said that the society 
observed by Proust was essentially a society of idlers whose 
members had the time, like the Precieuses of long ago, to 
‘de-labynnth their sentiments ’ Tins was no longer the case 
with their descendants The war of 1914, by destroying not 
only fortimes but the stability of all things, from the equili- 
brium of Europe to the inner constitution of states, had 
thrown us back toward a type of life which much more 
resembled the crisis of disorder which coincided with the 
crumbling of feudal society than a classic civilization like 
that of the leign of Louis XIV. 


Such periods of confusion and anxiety are not propitious 
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to sentiments of too great complexity Tliese fragile flowers, 
suited to temperate climates, are choked by more brutal 
and stronger passions Religious or political ideas then 
occupy a large share in everyone’s thoughts Love must 
become, for harassed creatures, a repose and an appease- 
ment, It must therefore be simple and trusting In order 
to die of love like Monsieur de Cleves one must have time 
on one’s hands An aviator or a sailor, sufficiently absorbed 
'by present and deadly images, is saved from the follies of 
1 imagination by the duties of attention 

Undoubtedly there exist innumerable men and women 
who are accessible to jealousy, to doubt, to passion Un- 
doubtedly, even, all men and all women remain vulnerable 
to the ‘sweet arrows ’ But they no longer look for the 
wound, they do not delight in it like Stendhal or Swann 
forced in social life to fight, m their emotional life they look 
for peace and not for war 

Add that the freedom of modem life, the existence in 
common of the two sexes, on the beaches, in swimming 
pools, in the snow, engender a comradeship which if not 
idyllic, IS at least healthy and natural, and which tends to 
bring us closer to love as it was known among the ancients 
In many modem novelists — Hemingway, Morand, Jules 
Romains — one observes in regard to matters of love a 
cynicism, or more exactly a ‘naturism,’ which is much 

more reminiscent of Greek and Latin literature than that i 

1 

of the French seventeenth century j 

In America, where until 1918 civilization, except in • 1 
few ‘advanced’ groups, had been essentially a chivalroui 1 
and Christian civilization where women, as m the Middli j 
Ages, had successfully undertaken to refine the ways of th' I 
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pioneers, we have witnessed among many young writers 
since tlie first world war the rise of a revolt against this 
feminme vision of life, which had its sweetness, but which 
threatened to emasculate the men Against the new 
rdmances of chivalry that filled the magazines of large cir- 
culation there was to anse a desire for brutality, a cravmg 
JictI' obscenity avhich was a requital Certain stories of 
Erskine Caldwell or of Hemingway correspond to what the 
lusty ribaldry of a Rabelais or a Brantome were in Europe 
at the time of the reaction against the courts of love 

It IS curious also to find again, among contemporary novel- 
ists, th<? obsession of death linked to that of love* as in the 
time of Yseult and of Tristan For a Steinbeck, for a 
Malraux, horrors and sexual pleasure are natural com- 
panions, and the threat of a violent death adds to the in- 
tensity of enjoyment The old conflicts themselves are 
recurring I imagine that there is in the political faith of 
certain communists a sombre ardour which is remmiscent 
of that of the martyrs and which, mingled with the passions 
of love, can for identical reasons produce inner dramas of 
the same violence Thus the history of sentiments, like that 
of society, turns in a spiral. 

Our study has shovm that every emotional attitude after 
a certam time engenders the contrary attitude Out of the 
extreme and almost inhuman modesty of Madame de Cleves 
had come the licentiousness of the Regency, out of this 
licentiousness, grovra tedious, the virtuous sensibility of 
Rousseau, out of the romanticism of the first half of the 
nineteenth century, the anti-romantic novel of Flaubert, 
out of the Anglo-Saxon puntanism, the aggressive cynicism 
of the first half of the nmeteentk cejitury, the anti-romarftic 
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novel of Flaubert ; out of the Anglo-Saxon puntanism, the 
aggressive cynicism whose victories we observe in current 
American literature In the same way and for the same 
reasons, I imagine that after the cynicism of the period 
between the two world wars will follow a new sentimen- 
tality which will be favoured, as in the time of the other 
Crusades, by absence and by dreams. 

So goes the world. 


END 




